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	1. Arc 1: Prologue

**AN: Yes, I know I have two other fics that need updating :P**

**But this idea bit me hard, and I just had to write it. This is my take on the (somewhat cliche by now) '_Odyssey_ gets thrown into different universe while running from Ori' idea. In this case, it is Halo. I did my best to make this interesting, and (in later chapters) keep things balanced. I hope you all enjoy the work I put into this, and leave a review on the way out! :D**

* * *

><p><strong>USS <strong>_**Odyssey**_

**May 13****th**** 2007 (outside time-dilation field, 2057 inside)**

* * *

><p>A deep silence echoed through the halls of the USS <em>Odyssey<em>. Instead of the normal bustle of a ship and its crew, nothing at all made a noise. There was a small humming noise from the machinery, but that was the extent of things. And even that was quieter than it should have been, as the vessel was slowly shutting down as it aged, and its systems ran out of power.

If one walked through the halls, they would see small signs of rust, and other hints of the vessels age. If they continued further, they would start to hear soft voices coming from a side room. Inside the room, were the only people aboard the _Odyssey_. Looking at the group, it was readily apparent that the years had not been kind to them either.

There were two women sitting at the table, both with long graying hair. One of them was looking at a man standing next to the window, his hair somewhat long too. The other was eating some food across from another old man, with hair nearly as long as her own. The only person in the room who was not showing his age was a tall, well muscled man with only a single streak of gray hair.

The group appeared to be in the middle of an argument, though why wasn't readily apparent.

"One of us has to stay like this? No offense, but I could do without the arthritis," the man next to the window said.

"It has to be that way Cam. One of us needs to remember what happened, or we'll be in the same situation…the time reversal will erase any memories of these years," one of the women said.

"Well it certainly can't be you then Sam," the man, Cam Mitchell, said.

"I agree with Cam," the other old man said, "We need your mind too much to let you stay this age Sam."

Sam Carter turned to the man, "Daniel, the same goes for you. You know more about the Ancients and the Asgard than anyone."

"Well I certainly won't do it," the other woman said, "I want my old body back thank you. This one is so old and ugly."

Daniel Jackson was the one to turn his head this time, "Really Vala?"

Vala Mal Doran shrugged, "Hey, I'm just being honest. Don't tell me you like this either Daniel."

The argument the group was involved in was which of them was going to stay the age they currently were. The reason why one of them had to do so was simple…all one had to do was look out a window, and they could see a golden bolt of energy seemingly frozen in time. The _Odyssey_ was sitting in a Time-Dilation field, with an attacking Ori Mothership right outside of it. The reason that this affected one of them staying old was also simple…the current plan was to use the energy of the beam to reverse time inside the field. The problem was that it would also erase any memories of the fifty years that the crew had spent in the field.

Thus, one of them would be shielded and have a crystal to shut down the Asgard Legacy, which would stop the Ori from tracing them. Of course, none of them particularly wanted to remain their current age, but all in the room knew it was needed. The last person in the room had been listening silently for that very reason. But now, he stood up and addressed the group.

"I shall do it. As a Jaffa, I age far slower than a human," the man said.

"Oh come on Teal'c…you've lost just as much as we have. You're what…150 now?" Cam said, waving a hand at Teal'c.

The Jaffa warrior just raised an eyebrow, "I am the only choice Colonel Mitchell."

Before Cam could argue, Sam started to support her friend, "I have to agree with Teal'c on this one. The rest of us are at our limits. But still…are you sure about this Teal'c?"

This time Teal'c just nodded, which was all Sam needed. She stood up and set out for the control room for the Asgard Legacy. They had wasted enough time after all…why bother waiting any longer than was needed? Teal'c followed her, while Cam continued to stare out the window. Quickly realizing what was going to happen soon, Daniel and Vala left to the formers quarters. This would be the last time they could stay together like this, and they were not going to waste it.

While they were going to the quarters, Sam and Teal'c had reached the Core Room. In front of them was a large Asgard device, identified by its smooth design and almost translucent white coloration. It had a gentle hum, indicating that it was still providing what power it had left to maintaining the field.

Sam walked up to the core, and moved one of the crystals on top. With that done, a panel opened in the middle of the device, holding several more crystals. Sam removed one of the panels, and handed it to a silent Teal'c.

"This is the program that will disconnect the core. You _have_ to get this to me before I activate the time dilation field. It will be for nothing if you don't do that," the scientist said seriously.

Teal'c nodded again, "I will Colonel Carter."

Sam smiled lightly, "I know you will Teal'c. I'll miss this time I spent with you, Cam, Daniel…I'll even miss the time with Vala."

Teal'c remained silent, but his presence was enough for Sam. She let the smile trail off, and gave Teal'c instructions on where he needed to be for the shield to work. As the Jaffa walked off, Sam started to manipulate the console. The moment that her friend reached his destination, she activated a shield around his body, and dropped the dilation field.

The previously stationary Ori beam shot forward, and hit the shieldless _Odyssey_ right in its long neck. The beam tore clean through, setting off a cascade of explosions, and destroying the ship piece by piece. In the center of this stood Teal'c, enclosed in his shield as fire grew around him. But as the stoic Jaffa watched, the fire receded, and the _Odyssey_ 'rebuilt' itself.

But Teal'c neither knew, nor expected, just what that beam had done…

* * *

><p>"Whatever you're going to do Sam do it quick!" Cam shouted from the bridge, as sparks flew around his head.<p>

"Almost there…" Sam muttered under her breath, but right as she was about to start the dilation field, a hand stopped her.

Looking up, Sam saw Teal'c…but he looked different. There was a streak of gray in his hair, where before it had been pure black. Teal'c shook his head, and handed Sam a crystal. Trusting her friend, Sam inserted the crystal where he showed her to. As soon as the crystal was inserted, the Core shut down.

"Cam! The Core is down, we can jump to hyperspace now!" Sam called through the radio.

But they didn't feel the characteristic jump, and the _Odyssey_ seemed to have not moved at all. This obviously confused both Sam and Teal'c, as they should have jumped, or the Ori beam would have destroyed them.

"Cam?" Sam asked.

Silence reigned, before Cam's voice came over the radio_, "The Ori ship…it isn't there anymore. It just vanished into thin air."_

Sam and Teal'c looked at each other, both showing confused looks (or as confused as Teal'c ever showed).

Sam reached for her radio again, "Can you confirm that Cam? It just vanished? No hyperspace window?"

"_Yeah, no hyperspace window or anything. It was there one second, and gone the next. Any idea what happened Sam?"_ the Colonel asked.

Sam _really_ looked confused now. Unless the Ori suddenly had cloaks, they shouldn't have just vanished like that. The only other explanation that made sense was the Ancients finally getting involved, but that was about as likely as a Goa'uld showing up to help.

Sam turned to Teal'c before gesturing for the door, "We need to get up to the bridge Teal'c."

The Jaffa nodded, "Indeed."

The pair left the Core, and started to ascend to the bridge. The ship was quiet, as no one else was wandering the halls. They had dropped off the crew before fleeing the Ori, and it showed. The only other people aboard the _Odyssey_ were already on the bridge.

As Sam and Teal'c walked into said room, they saw Cam, Daniel, Landry, and Vala looking out the expansive window. All of them were looking towards where the Ori ship had previously been. But instead of the distinctive white warship, there was just a twinkling star field. Not even any debris to indicate the vessel had been destroyed.

Daniel was the first to notice Sam and Teal'c, and turned around. He naturally noticed Teal'c's new gray streak, and commented on it.

"Teal'c…what happened to your hair?" the former Archeologist asked.

Teal'c raised an eyebrow, as the rest of the 'crew' turned around.

Vala was the second one to notice, "Yeah Muscles…dyeing your hair?"

The eyebrow rose higher, before Landry cut off the conversation, "As interesting as this is, do you have any idea how this Ori ship vanished?"

Sam looked over the sensor readings while Vala continued to examine Teal'c. Nothing that she saw made sense however…by all rights that Ori ship should still have been out there. The _Odyssey_ had not moved in the slightest, and all the stars looked the sa…wait…

"Sir…you need to see this," Sam said, bringing up an image of the star charts.

Landry walked up and examined the chart. He didn't see anything different though.

"What am I looking at Colonel?" the General asked.

Sam brought up another star chart. And when one looked closely, they could see that in the first chart the stars were in a slightly different position.

"The first chart is the star chart from our current position. The second one is what it _should_ be," Sam explained.

"What it 'should' be?" Daniel asked, almost dreading the answer.

Sam nodded curtly, "Yes…according to the sensors, the stars have accumulated about 500 years of stellar drift. Whatever happened…it shot us forward that far."

One could have heard a pin drop on the bridge of the cruiser. This was easily the only way the situation they had been in could have gotten worse. They had gone from being on their way back to Earth, hounded by the Ori, to being sling-shotted several hundred years into the future.

This was an ominous situation…was Earth still the same? Or had the Ori managed to conquer the planet? Would they return to find a slave world? Or a destroyed wasteland?

Questions like these were running through the heads of every member of the crew. The most prevalent question by far however, was if they could find a way back home. None of them wanted to believe they were stranded, with good reason.

"Sam…can you get us back?" Daniel asked.

Sam continued to study the sensor logs, before slumping her shoulders. She slowly turned around, and just as slowly shook her head.

"I can't. I honestly don't even know what happened to get us here…" the Colonel said sadly.

Teal'c stepped forward, "I can explain what I know Colonel Carter."

And with that, he gave the group on the bridge a short tale of the 50 years he had spent on the _Odyssey_. The Jaffa cut out most of the details, and focused on Sam's plan to save them from the Ori. When he detailed the plan to use the power in the Ori Beam to power the Core, Sam sighed and interrupted her old friend.

"That must be what did it then. I can't believe what I was thinking…the power in that beam couldn't be controlled. It is a miracle this is all that happened to us," Sam said with a shake of her head.

"Hey now…don't go blaming yourself Sam," Cam said with a shake of his own head, "We're still alive aren't we?"

Of course, that was only technically true. While the group was indeed still alive where they were, they were 'dead' back home. And without the technology aboard the _Odyssey_…Earth most likely fell. Even the Antarctic Weapons Platform couldn't hold back the Ori. And that was putting a damper on the mood of all aboard the cruiser.

But they couldn't let it stop them. So Landry stepped back up to the Captain's chair, and started to give out orders.

"We can't stay here. What is the nearest planet with a Stargate Colonel?" the older man asked.

"P3X-579 sir," Sam answered immediately.

Landry nodded, "Is the Hyperdrive functional?"

Sam nodded herself, "Yes sir."

"Then get us underway Colonel Mitchell," Landry replied, turning to Cam.

The Colonel nodded, and sat in the vacant helm position. He activated the sublight engines first, sending the cruiser on a new course. Then he activated the Asgard Hyperdrive, sending the ship launching forward at speeds that no other race could hope to match. It would only take them a matter of minutes to reach P3X-579, though none of them knew exactly what they would find…

* * *

><p><strong>Sigma Octanus System<strong>

**UNSC **_**Iroquois**_

**July 17****th****, 2552**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, a larger ship coasted through space. This vessel was also human in design, but it looked nothing like the <em>Odyssey<em>. This vessel was coated in heavy armor, and an even more angular/utilitarian design. As it floated through space, its four engines propelled it forward at a leisurely pace.

The ship was the UNSC _Iroquois_, a destroyer that had only recently been assigned to this system. This vessel was typical of its class, only being identified by the large red 'warstripes' painted along its side hull. At the moment it was on an extended patrol around the Sigma Octanus system, keeping an eye out for any Covenant incursions.

On the bridge of the vessel, Commander Jacob Keyes was idly tapping his old pipe against the arm of his command seat. It was a habit of his, along with chewing on the tip. He had only recently (a couple of months before hand) taken command of the _Iroquois_, and this was a fairly routine mission.

_Nothing in sight, and no sign of the Covenant. Let's hope it stays that way,_ Keyes thought, looking out at space.

But while he was looking, an alarm started to blare throughout the bridge the destroyer. Keyes quickly stood up, as one of his crew called out what was causing the alarm.

"Unknown spatial disturbance ahead! Not consistent with Covenant or UNSC Splipspace portals!" the officer called out.

"Weapons! Charge the MAC and ready the Archer Pods," Keyes belted out, as it was better to be prepared than caught flat-footed.

"MAC is charging, 10 percent and climbing," Aki Hikowa called out, "Archer pods warmed and ready for firing."

Keyes nodded in approval…he had been worried about his weapons officer, and she was proving to be competent. Now it was a wait to see exactly what was rapidly approaching Sigma Octanus. And it wasn't a long wait, as a massive purple…rip…in space appeared in front of the _Iroquois_. It was similar to a Splipspace vortex, but different at the same time.

As the crew of the destroyer looked on, a small ship shot out of the 'rip' at an insane velocity. The ship then quickly slowed down, before coasting to a halt in front of the _Iroquois_.Looking at the ship, it bore some resemblance to UNSC ships. But it was more streamlined, and was only slightly bigger than a Corvette.

What was odd was the fact that the vessel couldn't be quickly classified. At first, one would think it was a Corvette, due to the size and lack of a MAC gun. But the pods on the side appeared to be for fighters, which no Corvette could carry. And the power readings were off the charts, more equivalent to the likes of a Cruiser than a Crovette.

The ship seemed content to just float in space though. It made no move to attack the _Iroquois_ or move past the Destroyer. Keyes was somewhat confused by this. If the ship in front of him was some experimental UNSC design (considering it looked like it could be), it would have communicated with him by now. And if it were, God forbid, a Covenant trick, they would have fired on the _Iroquois_. The whole situation was maddeningly confusing.

"Has the vessel made any attempts at communication?" Keyes asked.

Lieutenant Hall shook her head, "Nothing sir."

Keyes nodded slightly, "Very well. Send out a query of who they are and their purpose here. It may be an experimental ship of ONI's."

Hall nodded and started to send out the ordered message. At first, the other ship remained silent, before a voice came over the radio.

"_This is General Hank Landry in command of the USS Odyssey of Earth. Who am I speaking to?"_ an older male voice echoed over the radio.

In an eerie repeat of the earlier situation aboard the _Odyssey_ one could hear a pin drop on the bridge of the UNSC vessel. All of the crew looked at each other, forgetting military protocol in a joint moment of shock. It seemed like this was indeed a human warship…but there was no vessel in the UNSC Navy known as _'Odyssey'_. And the 'USS' prefix hadn't been used in centuries.

Unsurprisingly, Keyes was the first to recover. He walked up to Hall's station and started to talk to the other ship, "This is the UNSC _Iroquois_, Command Keyes commanding. You will understand if I'm doubtful of your identification. The UNSC is the military arm of Earth and her Colonies, and I have never heard of a Corvette named _Odyssey_."

There was silence over the comms again, before Landry came back, _"Earth and her Colonies? UNSC?"_

"Yes, and I can only assume that you are Insurrectionists if you are not Covenant or UNSC," Keyes said, using the only option that really made sense, "If so, I have to ask you to halt any forward movement and power down any weapons."

The _Odyssey_ still hadn't moved, but that didn't mean much. The scans from the _Iroquois_ were being reflected somehow, and they couldn't get a good reading on its weapons.

"_We are not what you call 'Insurrectionists'. This will be hard to believe, but our vessel is not from this reality, or even this time period,"_ Landry said, to shocked looks, _"Have you ever heard of the alternate reality theories? It is possible, though difficult, to travel between them. We had a malfunction in our power systems, and it somehow sent us here."_

Keyes frowned at that explanation. After all, it went against everything he had ever learned in his years serving the UNSC. There had been ideas that it was possible to use Slipspace to break into another reality, but it was just that…an idea. There was no proof that an alternate reality existed. And time travel was just as hard to believe.

"That is hard to believe _Odyssey_. All of the UNSC's experiments indicate that it should not be possible to break the dimensional barrier, even assuming there truly are alternate realities," Keyes replied, "The same goes for time travel."

"_Perhaps we can send over our sensor log…_" Landry started, before an alarm could be heard in the background, _"Our long rage sensors just picked up something. We can't tell what it is though."_

Keyes turned to his own crew, where one of them was holding up a report. The report was from a Slipspace monitoring station, which had picked up a large mass approaching Sigma Octanus. At first, it looked like a rogue asteroid, but that was horribly rare. Keyes remembered reading a report by one of the 'washed-out' Spartans, that might explain this. Large masses in Slipspace distorted space more than in normal space. And if one flew in close enough formation…like the Covenant could do…

Keyes' eyes widened slightly. If he was calculating this right, the mass was four Covenant Frigates. More than a match for a single UNSC Destroyer like the _Iroquois_. But he still had to do something to stop the intruders.

"Where is the anomaly exiting Slipspace?" the Commander asked quickly.

An outline appeared on the tactical board a few dozen kilometers behind the _Odyssey_, "That is our best guess sir."

Keyes nodded and turned to his helmsman, "Get us there Lieutenant!"

The man looked distinctly unhappy, but he still fired the engines and started to move the _Iroquois_ to its destination. The _Odyssey_ moved out of the way, not sure exactly what was going on. But they got their answer as a large purple hole opened in space, vomiting out not four frigates…but two frigates, a destroyer, and a large carrier…

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go...was it good? Please let me know in a review what you think. And if you have any questions. See you all later! ;)<strong>


	2. Arc 1: Battle of Sigma Octanus IV

**AN: And now we have the second chapter. I'm honestly surprised by how quick I got this up. Just don't expect me to always manage this :P**

**That being said, this is a loooonnnggg chapter, by my standards. And especially so considering the large majority of it is the Battle of Sigma Octanus IV (the space portion anyway). I hope that I didn't disapoint, and that you all keep reviewing. Since that does keep me writing ;)**

**(and if you recognize anything, its from _Fall of Reach_, and credit for that goes to Eric Nylund)**

* * *

><p><strong>Sigma Octanus System<strong>

**July 17th 2552**

**UNSC _Iroquois_/USS _Odyssey_**

* * *

><p>"What are they doing? We mentioned that anomaly and they just start ignoring us?" Cam wondered aloud.<p>

And the 'UNSC' ship was indeed ignoring them now. The much larger warship was heading past the _Odyssey_ at what looked like flank speed. It provided the SGC crew a nice profile view, inducing a couple raised eyebrows at the 'warstripes' painted on the ship. As they watched the ship move past their own flank, the sensors started to blare a warning again.

"Whatever that anomaly is, it's getting closer…and larger," Sam said, zeroing in on a part of space, right where the _Iroquois_ was heading.

As the crew watched, a massive purple tear opened in space. It wasn't a hyperspace window, though it did seem similar. But instead of seeing part of the blue tunnel that was hyperspace, all there was in the center was a black abyss that seemed to swallow all light. Out of this abyss came four warships, all of an odd design.

They looked almost like an Asgard warship with the sleek, predatory lines. But they had large bulges on the front in the case of the larger ships, and the smaller ones looked almost like a teardrop. And even the smaller ships were far larger than the _Odyssey_. The difference in size was like comparing a mouse to a lion. The largest ship was as big as an Asgard Mothership, and looked just as powerful. And all the ships had high power readings, and some sort of shielding system.

"The smaller ships are charging some sort of weapon!" Sam called out, having taken over the sensors by now.

And a look out the window revealed the weapons. The flanks of the 'smaller' ships were glowing an angry red, as something charged along their flanks. As the light grew more and more bright, it discharged in an angry red…blob…that flew like it was being guided.

"It looks like some sort of plasma weapon! That ship is using magnetic fields to guide it," Sam reported, as the plasma flew at the _Iroquois_.

"Now what are they doing?!" Cam interrupted, watching as the 'UNSC' ship flew right at the middle-sized ship.

It seemed like the _Iroquois_ was going at flank speed right at the larger purple warships. For their part, the other vessels ignored the comparatively tiny _Odyssey_ and directed their plasma at the larger destroyer. It seemed like Keyes was suicidal, as the _Iroquois_ didn't move out of the way of the plasma.

But at what seemed like the last possible second, the _Iroquois_ moved out of the way of the plasma. It looked like the destroyer had fired some sort of emergency thruster, as it jerked like someone was pulling it out of the way. But despite that move, it continued on at what looked like its full speed. The plasma turned around, and started to literally chase the ship though.

"They can guide it this long? What kind of technology is that…" Daniel muttered, impressed by this new race.

As the SGC crew watched, they saw the plasma continue to track the _Iroquois_ which didn't change course at all. The frigates turned to follow the destroyer, as it continued on to its purple equivalent. The Covenant Destroyer didn't bother to turn, as they expected their shields to take the kamikaze UNSC ship without being depleted. What they didn't expect was the _Iroquois_ to make a last minute turn. The UNSC destroyer barely grazed the Covenant shields, though it still tore off all the lower armor and bulkheads.

The plasma following the _Iroquois_ couldn't make a course correction in time, and first one, then both, bolts slammed into the larger warship. The silverly sheen of the Covenant shields held for a second against the first bolt, but it eventually failed, allowing the second bolt to gut the ship. The fleeing _Iroquois_ fired a barrage of missiles, taking down what remained of the ship, before beginning a sling-shot around the planet.

Meanwhile, on the bridge of the _Odyssey_ the crew was somewhat slack-jawed as they looked at the results of Keyes maneuver.

"That has got to be the craziest move I've ever seen," Cam said with a little awe in his voice, "but it worked!"

The rest of the crew nodded (or in Teal'c's case grunted). That was indeed the craziest move in a spaceship they had ever seen. And that was saying something considering what Sam and Daniel had gotten up to.

But they were distracted by Sam noticing something, "There is something floating between the smaller ships. Sensors are scanning…it's a nuke! And a powerful one too!"

Shocked looks once again reigned aboard the _Odyssey_…just what was Keyes planning now…

"We lost all of our bottom armor, and the lower decks are exposed to vacuum sir!" Hall called out, as alarms blared in the bridge of the _Iroquois._

Keyes nodded, and watched as the Covenant ships receded into the background, "Fire Archer pods A1-C1!"

With that order, dozens of missiles flew out from the destroyer's missile pods, impacting what was left of the Covenant destroyer. The ship detonated in a massive fireball, obscuring the enemy frigates. Keyes took advantage of the distraction to push his damaged ship even further, getting into a slingshot orbit of Sigma Octanus IV.

"Engine coolant failure, sir," Lieutenant Hall said.

"Shut the engines down," he ordered. "Emergency vent."

"Aye, sir. Venting fusion reactor plasma."

The _Iroquois _was abruptly quiet. No rumble of her engines. And no one said anything until Lieutenant

Hikowa stood and said, "Sir, that was the most brilliant maneuver I have ever seen."

Commander Keyes gave a short laugh. "You think so, Lieutenant?"

If one of his students had proposed such a maneuver in his tactics class, he would have given them a C+. He would have told them their maneuver was full of bravado and daring . . . but extremely risky, placing the crew and the ship in unnecessary danger.

"This isn't over yet. Stay sharp," he told them. "Lieutenant Hikowa what is the charge status of the MAC guns?"

"Capacitors at ninety-five percent, sir, and draining at a rate of three percent per minute."

"Ready MAC guns, one heavy round apiece. Arm all forward Archer missile pods."

"Aye, sir."

The _Iroquois _broke free of the dark side of Sigma Octanus IV.

"Fire chemical thrusters to break orbit, Lieutenant Hall."

"Firing, aye."

There was a brief rumble. The screen centered on the backsides of the two Covenant frigates they had passed on the way in, with the _Odyssey_ floating the distance, seemingly ignored.

The alien ships started to come about; blue flashes flickered along their hulls as their laser turrets charged. Motes of red collected along their lateral lines. They were readying another salvo of plasma torpedoes.

There was something there, however, that was too small to see on the view screen: the nuke. Keyes had launched that missile in the opposite direction—but its reverse thrust had not completely overcome their tremendous forward velocity.

As the _Iroquois _had screamed over the prow of the destroyer, and as they orbited Sigma Octanus IV, the nuke had drifted closer to the frigates . . . who had fixed their attention solidly on the _Iroquois _, ignoring the nuke and the _Odyssey_.

Commander Keyes tapped his data pad and sent the signal to detonate the bomb.

There was a flash of white, a crackle of lightning, and the alien ships vanished as a cloud of destruction enveloped them. Waves of the EMP interacted with the magnetic field of Sigma Octanus IV—rippled with rainbow borealis. The cloud of vapor expanded and cooled, and faded to yellow, orange, red, then black dust that scattered into space.

Both Covenant frigates, however, were still intact. Their shields, however, flickered once . . . then went dead.

"Get me firing solutions for the MAC guns, Lieutenant Hikowa. On the double."

"Aye, sir. MAC gun capacitors at ninety-three percent. Firing solution online."

"Fire, Lieutenant Hikowa."

Two thumps resonated through the hull of the _Iroquois._

"Lock remaining Archer missile pods on targets and fire."

"Missiles away, Commander."

If one was looking at the _Iroquois_ they would have seen it disappear in a wall of fire as hundreds of missiles flew out from their pods. In front of the swarm of missiles were two 600 ton MAC shells, hurtling at an appreciable portion of the speed of light towards the Covenant warships.

When the MAC rounds hit, they tore through them—one ship was holed from nose to tail; the other ship was hit on her midline, right near the engines. Internal explosions chained up the length of the ship, bulging the second ship's hull along her length.

Archer missiles impacted seconds later, exploding through chunks of hull and armor, tearing the alien ships apart. The frigate that had taken the MAC round in her engines mushroomed, a fireworks bouquet of shrapnel and sparks. The other ship burned, her internal skeletal structure showing now; she turned toward the _Iroquois _but didn't fire a weapon . . . just drifted out of control. Dead in space.

"Position of the Covenant carrier, Lieutenant Hall?"

Lieutenant Hall paused, then reported, "In polar orbit around Sigma Octanus Four. But she's moving off at considerable speed. Wait…it's charging a plasma torpedo…"

"What is it targeting?" Keyes asked, even if he knew his ship was in no shape to attack.

"The _Odyssey_! Torpedo has been fired!" Hall replied.

As the crew watched in dismay, a massive ball of plasma headed straight for the corvette-sized ship. The _Odyssey_ made no attempt to move, despite the bridge crew of the _Iroquois_ begging it to move in their thoughts. Before their shocked eyes, the _Odyssey_ vanished in the wall of plasma.

"The torpedo hit its target…the _Odyssey_ is gone," Hikowa reported, a sad tone to her voice. After all, from all indications the crew of that vessel was just as human as she was.

Keyes started to turn away from the view-port, but a shocked gasp drew his attention back. As he looked on, the plasma dissipated, revealing the corvette to be unscathed. A blue energy barrier, similar to, yet not identical to, the Covenant's shields surrounding it.

"What am I seeing?" Keyes asked one of the other bridge officers.

"It appears that the _Odyssey_ has some sort of shield system…they have suffered no damage from the plasma," the officer replied with a slight bit of awe in his voice.

All of the crew was more than a little shocked. Not only did a _human_ warship have shields, but they were more powerful than the Covenant variety. No Covvie warship that small could take a Carrier's torpedo with no damage.

_"Commander Keyes,"_ Landry's voice came back, _"Who just attacked us?"_

"The Covenant…a group of alien races determined to wipe out humanity," Keyes answered, figuring that maybe…_just_ _maybe_, Landry had been telling the truth with his wild story.

There was silence over the radio, before Landry said, _"Acknowledged…excuse us while we destroy that ship."_

And with that, the line was cut. Keyes had been ready to warn the _Odyssey_ off, as shield or no shield, the ship couldn't possibly take on a carrier more than five times its size and win. But the corvette continued on, heading right towards the massive Covenant warship.

The carrier fired another torpedo, but this time the _Odyssey_ dodged the angry red fire. The small ship displayed maneuverability far in excess of a UNSC ship, and was soon catching up with the carrier. The _Odyssey_ fired off a handful of missiles that were intercepted by the pulse laser turrets.

The _Odyssey_ was then forced to shoot 'up' relative to the carrier to avoid its return fire. What neither the Covenant nor Keyes noticed was a small flash of light next to the ship. When the _Odyssey_ reached a certain distance away from the Covenant warship, a massive nuclear fireball erupted right next to it. The Naquadah-enhanced nuclear warhead was more than powerful enough to crack the shield, though the ship inside it survived relatively unscathed. At least until another nuke was beamed next to its hull, and detonated right on top of it.

As the crew of the UNSC ship watched, they saw a ship that could have cleanly gutted their own vessel be obliterated by a ship only half the size of the _Iroquois_. All that was left was a rapidly expanding field of debris. Keyes found it odd that the ship had retreated however…even with the shock of the _Odyssey_ having shields, the Covenant never retreated. The Carrier had been heading for the planet beforehand though…

"Check the planet," he told Lieutenant Hall, "Look for anything…dropped weapons, strange transmissions. There's got to be something there."

Keyes desperately hoped there wasn't anything there. His ship was in no condition to fight, and the _Odyssey_ could only do so much. But it wasn't meant to be…

"Sir!" Lieutenant Hall cried, "Dropships, sir. The alien carrier deployed thirty…correction, thirty four, dropships. I have silhouettes descending to the surface. They're on course for Côte d'Azur. A major population center."

"An invasion," Commander Keyes said, "Get FLEETCOM ASAP. Time to send in the Marines."

Meanwhile, the _Odyssey_ had flown up to the _Iroquois_ and used some sort of tractor beam to slow the speeding ship down. The two human warships were now floating together, waiting for a dedicated tow to show up for the larger warship.

"Also, let General Landry know that his ship needs to stay here. I get the feeling that FLEETCOM will want to know about him," Keyes added.

His day had just gotten a whole lot more interesting…

* * *

><p><strong>0600 Hours, July 18, 2552 (Military Calendar) <strong>

**UNSC _Iroquois_/USS_ Odyssey _, military staging area in orbit around Sigma Octanus IV**

"They sure don't skimp on the ships do they?" Cam asked lightly, looking at the dozens of warships floating around the system.

All of them dwarfed the _Odyssey_. But using the _Iroquois_ as an example, SG-1 had a pretty good idea of which ships were which. There looked to be mostly 'frigates' with a handful of 'destroyers' and two larger ships. There was one massive warship in the distance too.

At the moment though, both the 304, and its new friend were docked at a massive refit station. The words 'UNSC _Cradle_' were written on the side, leading them to assume that was the stations name. It was easily big enough to handle a dozen 304's, and at least six of the larger UNSC ships.

And it seemed to be needed too. While the _Odyssey_ had come out of the battle untouched, the _Iroquois_ wasn't near as lucky. The entire bottom half of the ship had been sheared off…if Keyes had messed up even slightly, it would have broken in half. Work drones, and men in EVA suits flew around, cutting off the jagged plates so that new ones could be put in place.

But it looked like that could take quite a long time, as the damage was nothing to sneeze at. As it was though, Landry and Sam had taken a 302 over to the other ship for a meeting. They didn't know what it was about, but they had to go.

As they transferred from _Cradle_ to the _Iroquois_, Sam and Landry were directed to Keyes' quarters. When they reached the room, they found the door already open with Keyes and an older man in an Admiral's uniform sitting at the desk.

"Congratulations _Captain_ Keyes," the Admiral said, before noticing his guests, "Ah, your new friends have arrived. Well, don't just stand there, come on in."

Sam and Landry walked in, the former still in her BDU's, the latter in his dress uniform. The small office was somewhat cramped, but Sam and Landry found the room.

"Scotch?" Keyes offered.

Sam shook her head, while Landry took a small cup. The two SGC members then found themselves being stared at by the UNSC men. It seemed like they were still in shock about the _Odyssey_ being a human ship.

"Okay, Captain Keyes told me who you two are," Stanforth started, "Or at least who you _claim_ to be. You will understand that I find this hard to believe."

Sam nodded, "If this hadn't happened to us before, we wouldn't believe it either."

Stanforth and Keyes shared a look at that, before the former said, "This…reality jumping…has happened to you before?"

Sam nodded again, "Where we come from, a race called the Ancients built a device that allowed one to jump between realities at will. We called it a 'Quantum Mirror'."

"Ancients? And they could move between realities at will?" Stanforth asked, still sounding very skeptical.

"Yes…I know it is hard to believe Admiral, but it is the truth," Sam said, "Just look at our uniforms…where we come from, it is only 2007."

Stanforth admitted to himself that Sam had a point there. The uniforms that the _Odyssey_ pair were wearing were ancient. Only in museums could you find a uniform like that. That didn't exclude the possibility that the uniforms were fake, but it was still a point in their favor.

"I'm still not sure I believe your story, at least without sending technicians aboard the _Odyssey_," Stanforth said, "But if you are willing to help us against the Covenant, I will hold off on that for now. We need every ship we can get when they come for Sigma Octanus."

This time Landry nodded, "I can understand that Admiral. These…Covenant…attacked us without any warning, and according to Captain Keyes are trying to wipe out all humanity. Where we come from, an enemy called the 'Wraith' was attempting to do much the same, at least to Earth. So we are willing to help you in this battle."

"Thank you General. Well, I need to marshal the Fleet now," Stanforth started, "I will send a message on where you need to be positioned when the Covenant arrive General."

With that, the old man left the room. Sam and Landry shared a look, before turning to Keyes. The newly minted Captain just sighed.

"I'll have one of my crew escort you back to _Cradle_…and I want to say thank you, for taking down that Covenant carrier. If it had escaped, that would have been another ship they would have to fight us," Keyes said, before standing and shaking the hands of his guests.

With that done, Sam and Landry headed back for their own ship. They had expected a longer meeting…but with the obvious threat the Covenant were, it made sense that the UNSC needed more time to marshal their fleet.

* * *

><p><strong>2120 Hours, July 18, 2552 (Military Calendar) <strong>

**USS _Odyssey_,**** military staging area in orbit around Sigma Octanus IV**

Sometime later, the Fleet had started to move into a new formation. The ships had tactical information downloaded to them, including the _Odyssey_. What surprised both the SGC-group, and crew of the _Iroquois_ was the fact that _Cradle_ stayed with the fleet.

"The Admiral wanted _Cradle_ to stay with the fleet," Daniel asked on the _Odyssey_, "Why would he do that?"

Cam turned to his friend/teammate, "Who knows, but there must be a reason. Maybe he doesn't want the Covenant ambushing it?"

Daniel nodded, "Makes sense I suppose…where's Keyes?"

"Right behind us. It seems like the _Iroquois_ is supposed to stay with us," Sam answered this time.

And that was indeed the truth, as the still damaged destroyer was hovering close to the _Odyssey_. It only had about 50 percent of the thrust it should have had however, so the 304 could quite easily outpace it. Then again, the _Odyssey_ could outpace the entire UNSC fleet if it particularly wanted to.

Right now though, it was flying in the middle of the large formation of ships, barely noticeable to those who weren't looking for the ship, as it was smaller than even the smallest UNSC ships in the fleet. But the _Odyssey_ had a duty that far outstripped its size. Keyes had informed Stanforth of how easily the 304 had handled the Covenant carrier, and the Admiral had latched onto that. Now the _Odyssey_ was the secret weapon of the UNSC fleet. The only question was, how effective it would be.

"So…what exactly are we going to do?" Vala asked.

"What do you mean?" Cam asked back.

"Well you saw what those ships have…we don't have those big guns to use," the former Goa'uld host pointed out, "And those purple blobs can handle our missiles."

Which was the truth…the carrier they had fought earlier had easily intercepted the handful of missiles the _Odyssey_ had fired at it without much difficulty. And from what they had heard on _Cradle_, the UNSC would often have to fire literally hundreds of missiles to get hits in. Granted, they could always beam the nukes again, but that required getting close to the Covenant warships, and they could only take a few hits from those plasma torpedoes.

Which really only left one real option…

"Are the Asgard weapons charged?" Cam asked.

"Yes they are. Though I have no idea how they will work against those shields," Sam replied.

But they didn't have time to plan much. A fleet of twenty Covenant ships was rapidly approaching the UNSC battlegroup. The human ships outnumbered the Covvies two to one, but anyone who had been in this war knew that wasn't enough. What still confused the crews however was the tight formation the UNSC ships were floating in. One barrage from the Covenant would be enough to destroy them.

As it was, every ship but the _Odyssey_ received firing coordinates, and a countdown timer. As the crew on the 304 watched, the Covenant fleet ahead of them started to turn and expose their flanks. Said flanks began to take on a bright red light, as plasma formed for their first salvo.

Meanwhile, the UNSC fleet was rapidly charging their MAC guns, despite the nervousness of their crews. After about a minute, both fleets fired their opening salvo. Dozens of MAC shells flew out from the UNSC fleet, rattling the _Odyssey_ slightly. While from the Covenant fleet, a barrage of plasma torpedoes approached.

As the shells and plasma crisscrossed space, a message came from Stanforth's ship.

_"All ships: hold your positions. Divert all engine power to recharge your guns. We've got something special cooked up."_ He paused for a split second, _"Do not-I repeat, do not- under any circumstance break position or fire before you are ordered to do so. Stanforth out."_

Obviously, the _Odyssey_ had no guns to charge, but it was likely that Stanforth still had them receive the message to make sure that the 304 didn't break formation. Which they had no intention of doing anyway, as they were at the center of the fleet, right next to the _Leviathan._

As the crew of the _Odyssey_ watched, they saw the first salvo impact the Covenant ships. Several of the vessels lost shields, after taking one or more hits. A couple were even knocked out of formation. But the angry red plasma continued to approach the UNSC fleet.

"How long till that plasma hits us T?" Cam asked.

"Ten seconds Colonel Mitchell," Teal'c replied, a picture of perfect calm.

The same couldn't be said for most of the UNSC crews, as they were quite literally staring death in the face. But they still followed orders, as the second salvo hitting the Covenant fleet showed. This time, several ships were destroyed. A destroyer took a hit from a heavy shell, and started to list to the side. That is, until another shell slammed into the damaged ship and tore clean through. The destroyer hung for a second, before it blew apart in a massive fireball.

While the destroyer burned, a frigate took two hits in rapid succession. The hits knocked it to the side, where it collided with a second frigate. Both of the ships lost all power, and were locked in a deadly dance. They floated to the side, before colliding with a third frigate. The three vessels then blew apart in an even bigger fireball than the destroyer, flinging debris throughout the Covenant fleet.

But the plasma continued to get closer…

"We're receiving another message!" Sam called out.

_"Lead to all ships: hold your positions,"_ Admiral Stanforth said, _"Make ready to fire. Transfer timers to your computers…and hang on to your hats."_

As Stanford said that, a shadow fell over the gathered fleet. The source was readily apparent, as _Cradle_ floated down in front of the UNSC formation. It didn't take a genius to know what they were doing either.

"They're sacrificing themselves…" Daniel said with a slight tinge of horror in his voice.

And indeed they were. As the crew watched, _Cradle_ took the impacts of the Covenant torpedoes, the sheer power behind the hits pushing the station back. If one looked at the center of the station, they could see a red glow beginning to form, as the plasma heated the steel and titanium beyond its limits.

"Can we get a lock on the crew?!" Cam shouted, watching as holes began to form on the station.

"Only a handful," Sam said sadly, but she still knew what Cam wanted.

And thus, with a flash of white light, the _Odyssey_ beamed what members of the crew it could reach. With that done, the station continued to float down, passing the horrified UNSC fleet. But they turned that horror into a cold fury. As soon as they were able to, the fleet fired the third volley. It was a twenty-one gun salute three times over. And the Covenant were going to pay…

_"All ships: break and attack!"_ Admiral Stanforth bellowed, _"Pick your targets and fire at will. Take as many of these bastards out as you can! Stanforth out."_

With that order, the UNSC fleet broke formation and charged at the Covenant lines. One ship even charged directly down the throat of the Covenant fleet.

But the _Odyssey_ didn't move right away, as an order from Stanforth came in, _"Odyssey, you are to attack the Covenant center line. Make your shots count, Stanforth out."_

Cam looked over his shoulder, waiting for an order from Landry.

"Take us into hyperspace…we'll drop out right over their center. Prime the Asgard weapons, and the railguns," Landry ordered.

Cam nodded, and sent the _Odyssey_ into the blue tunnel of hyperspace. It only lasted for a split-second however, before the cruiser dropped out. Looking down, they could see the battered Covenant fleet, battling with the approaching UNSC forces. But they weren't expecting a ship to drop out over their proverbial heads.

"Fire all weapons!" Landry shouted.

Teal'c nodded, and started to fire the _Odyssey's_ weapons. And if the Covenant were surprised by the ship appearing over their heads, they were even more shocked when it fired energy weapons at them. The blue beams from the Asgard weapons, blasted holes clean through the shieldless Covenant ships.

The _Odyssey_ fired as fast as its weapons could cycle, blasting apart Covenant ships in a handful of shots. The alien warships turned up, to fire on the human warship. A barrage of plasma flew at the 304, which dodged the majority of the shots. A pair of torpedoes clipped its side however, the plasma making its blue shields flare as they tried to absorb and reflect the energy.

"Shields down to 75 percent!" Sam called out, "More torpedoes inbound!"

Forced to dodge once again, the _Odyssey_ missed its next pair of shots. But the UNSC fleet had started to batter at the Covenant fleet. In the end, the shock from the _Odyssey_, coupled with fire from the UNSC, routed the Covenant fleet. The remaining ships flew in different directions, trying to flank the UNSC fleet. But after a few minutes, they suddenly broke off to retreat.

The reason was simple…the _Iroquois_ had broken off from the main fleet, and taken out the stealth corvette that the Covenant fleet had been trying to distract the UNSC from. With their mission a failure, the ships had no reason to stick around. And thus, the five or so remaining ships jumped into slipspace, leaving a field of debris behind. The UNSC fared better, with only a handful of ships destroyed. The majority of the fleet had survived, thanks to the distraction that the _Odyssey_ had provided.

But now, the crew had some major explaining to do. Especially to the members of _Cradle's_ crew they had picked up. And in some ways, they were dreading having to do it…

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. Like I said, please let me know if this was good or not. It really does help more than you know :D<strong>


	3. Arc 1: Reach

**AN: Not quite as long, or as quick as the last one. Sorry about that, but I stalled on writing the _Cradle_ crew...and in the end had to trash that part. Just couldn't get it to work :(**

**In any case though, I did make what is probably the longest meeting I've ever written. So that's a plus. Let me know what you all think, so that I can keep this going :D**

**(note: I trashed the reaction part, there were still some survivors rescued from _Cradle_ though)**

* * *

><p><strong>0500 Hours, July 19, 2552 (Military Calendar) **

**USS _Odyssey_, military staging area in orbit around Sigma Octanus IV**

The area around Sigma Octanus IV was riddled with debris. Despite the aid from the _Odyssey_ the UNSC had still lost several ships, and _Cradle_. By far the lion's share of the debris was from Covenant warships however. Blackened hulks floated through space, their once sleek hulls torn asunder. Most of the alien ships were shattered from MAC rounds, but a handful were still more or less intact. The precise beams from the _Odyssey_ had disabled them, but left them more or less intact. With careful use of the Asgard beaming, they had managed to get the crews off also.

Because of that, the somewhat shocked UNSC was currently towing the most intact of the ships to an orbit over the planet. They had never been able to capture Covenant ships, simply because whenever they damaged a ship enough, the crew would self-destruct. And a MAC plus Archer Missiles weren't able to do enough damage to kill the crew, while leaving the ship intact. And lacking transporters…they were highly limited in their options. Of course, the millions of small pieces of debris showed that the _Odyssey_ was no different…it had taken a couple ships to make out where to shoot them without destroying the things. In the end, only two frigates were intact enough to study.

But that was still better than the UNSC could have hoped for, even with the cost in lives it took to get them. Said cost was painfully obvious when one looked at the massive burnt hulk that was _Cradle_. The repair station was slowly tearing itself apart in orbit of Sigma Octanus IV, with burnt and twisted girders spinning off into space.

Thirty volunteers had been aboard the station when it took the Covenant weapons fire. Fire that had made ten decks of armor and steel look like tissue paper. The _Odyssey_ had only managed to beam off six of the crew…the rest had died piloting the massive station. And even those six had various levels of injuries, a couple even in comas. But they were the lucky ones, as one of the 304's cargo holds showed. It was filled with recovered bodies, waiting to be returned to their homes. Assuming they still _had_ homes, with how many planets had been lost since the war began.

"So much death," Daniel said, looking out at the debris, "These Covenant…they're worse than the Ori."

"Indeed," Teal'c said.

The two were standing at the bridge window, after helping with the cargo hold. The amount of death and destruction rivaled the first battle with the Ori. The difference of course, was in how the Covenant differed from the Ori. The latter was trying to convert the Milky Way, and was perfectly willing to let people stay alive. The former…they were trying to wipe out all humanity. All one had to do was look at Sigma Octanus itself. Three hundred thousand people had been slaughtered in Côte d'Azur. Worse than anything SG-1 had seen since the death of the Tollan.

"I hate to say it, but I don't think we can just abandon the UNSC," Cam added, "Even if we could get home…can we really justify leaving this many people to their deaths? You saw how much just having the _Odyssey_ affected this battle."

"I have to agree with Cam on this one, they need our help. And I can't even begin to guess on how to get us home," Sam pointed out.

She didn't get any argument from the rest of the 'crew'. They all wanted to go home…they all knew how little chance Earth had against the Ori without the weapons aboard the _Odyssey_. But by the same token, they couldn't just leave the billions of people in the UNSC to their deaths. Not without doing everything in their power to help.

As it was, the _Odyssey_ followed the _Iroquois_ in another circuit of the debris belt, doing what it could to help. It wasn't much, not with the other searches. But they had to try…who knew how many people might still be floating out here?

But before they could get very far, a message came over the comm systems, though it was text-only.

**United Nations Space Command Priority Transmission 09872H-98**

**Encryption Code: **Red

**Puplic Key: **file/lightning-matrix-four/

**From:** Admiral Michael Stanforth, Commanding Officer UNSC _Leviathan_/ UNSC Sector Three Commander/ (UNSC Service Number: 00834-19223-HS)

**To:** Captain Jacob Keyes, Commanding Officer UNSC _Iroquois_/ (UNSC Service Number: 01928-19912-JK)/ Major General Hank Landry, Commanding Officer USS _Odyssey_

**Subject: **ORDERS FOR YOUR IMMEDIATE CONSIDERATION

**Classification: **SECRET (BGX Directive)

_/start file/_

_Keyes, Landry,_

_Drop whatever you're doing and head back to the barn (Keyes will escort you General). We're all wanted for immediate debriefing by ONI at Reach Headquarters ASAP. You will have to slave your navigation to the Iroquois, Odyssey._

_ It looks like the spooks at Naval Intelligence are up to their normal cloak-and-dagger tricks, and we don't want them to have more ammo._

_Cigars and brandy afterward._

_Regards,_

_Stanforth_

"Hmm…this is interesting," Landry commented, "can we enter this 'Slipspace' that the UNSC uses Colonel?"

Sam shrugged, "In theory yes, sir. It resembles a lower level of subspace…a more primitive Hyperdrive if you will. So as long as we stay close to the _Iroquois_ we will be fine. We'll probably have to go slow though."

A small round of chuckles went around the room at that. With a ZPM and the Neutrino-Ion Generator installed on the _Odyssey_ it was faster than anything short of an Asgard _O'Neill_ class. But the laughter subsided, and the 'crew' got to work. They needed to prepare the ship for this jump, as none of them knew how it would go.

As the ship moved closer to the _Iroquois_, they both flew a patch of vaporized titanium and steel. Most likely destroyed battle-plate from one of the handful of destroyed UNSC ships. The twin ships pushed the debris aside, most of it fading away in their engine washes. One piece of debris, however, floated near the _Iroquois_.

It was small, almost indistinguishable from any of a thousand other softball-sized blobs that cluttered radar scopes and polluted thermal sensors.

If anyone had been looking close enough, however, they would have seen that this particular piece of metal drifted in the opposite direction from all the other masses nearby. It trailed behind the accelerating _Iroquois_…and edged closer, moving with purpose. When it was close enough, it extended tiny electromagnets that guided it closer and closer to the _Iroquois_' engines. However, instead of blending in with the destroyer's engine, it collided with the _Odyssey's_ shields as the smaller ship dodged a piece of the debris. The small probe sparked slightly, before vaporizing from the impact…ruining the Covenant's plans for the device…and inadvertently sparing Reach…

* * *

><p><strong>1000 Hours, August 12, 2552 (Military Calendar) **

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach UNSC Military Complex, planet Reach, Camp Hathcock**

It had taken far longer than the crew of the _Odyssey_ had been expecting to reach their destination. The _Iroquois_ was slower than any ship they had ever encountered, even a Goa'uld Ha'tak. Honestly, they were starting to realize why it had taken five hundred years for the UNSC to reach its current territory level.

But when they finally arrived on Reach, they had found it heavily defended. The amount of ships in orbit was impressive, even by the standards set by the Goa'uld. Not to mention the twenty massive guns in orbit…Jack O'Neill would love to be there, that was for sure. As the three ships (the _Leviathan _having joined the smaller warships) headed to Reach, they were greeted by an escort of UNSC ships. They still didn't trust the SGC crew, within reason. They were somewhat surprised to learn that the _Odyssey_ could just head in for a landing without any special preparations. So they had it land at one of the planetside shipyards, both to keep an eye on the trans-dimensional ship, and to study it.

Once the cruiser (though the UNSC stubbornly stuck with 'corvette') had landed, the majority of the 'crew' stayed aboard. The only one to leave was Landry, as he was the de-facto commander of the _Odyssey_. He was met outside the ship by Keyes, who was waiting by a 'Pelican' dropship.

"Good to see you General. I should warn you though, ONI is going to wring every little bit of intel they can get out of you and your crew," Keyes said, walking with the other man to the dropship.

Landry merely shrugged, "Sounds like the NID back home. I'm used to it Captain, and so are my subordinates. We'll be fine."

"Good to know," Keyes replied.

The two men sat in relative silence while they waited to reach their destination. When the bird eventually landed, Keyes stepped out first, leading Landry to what looked like a normal (if large) log cabin.

At the door, an MP saluted Keyes, and gave Landry an odd look. Which was what every UNSC soldier had done so far, as Landry's USAF uniform stuck out like a sore thumb. But he had clearance to enter this base (with an escort) so the MP let the displaced General in, along with the newly minted UNSC Captain. As the two rode down to Subbasement III, they discussed some minor things about the battle.

Soon enough though, they reached the Subbasement and exited the elevator. Another MP greeted the two men, and directed them through a large door into the debriefing chamber. When they entered the dimly lit room, it took a few seconds for their eyes to adjust. A large, curved desk dominated the far end of the rectangular room. There was a domed ceiling curving over their heads, with cameras, microphones, and speakers positioned like constellations in the night sky.

As they moved into the center of the room, a spotlight came on and tracked the two men. And ruined their night vision, making it harder to see the officers sitting in the shadows at the desk.

_Keep us from seeing them…psychological warfare at its simplest. This should be interesting…_ Landry thought, trying (and failing) to pick out any details of the other officers.

The first officer to talk was a woman, whose face was carefully hidden in the shadows.

"Captain Keyes, General Landry," the woman started, "We have to congratulate you on your success over Sigma Octanus IV. You captured us two Covenant ships, and destroyed most of their fleet."

"And you have certainly given us a lot to consider, you especially General," an older man added, "I still find it hard to believe you came from a different reality, and with such advanced technology."

"That seems to be the general opinion," Landry replied with a small smile.

"Be that as it may," a younger man said, "the technology aboard your ship interests us General. It is more advanced than the Covenant, and that especially has our interest."

The woman started to speak again before Landry could, "Before we talk about that however, I have news for Captain Keyes. The _Iroquois_ will be retrofitted with one of the shield generators we recovered from a Covenant frigate at Sigma Octanus. Your performance in that battle has earned you that much."

Keyes looked visibly surprised by that, "The _Iroquois_ ma'am? Permission to speak freely?"

The woman nodded, which was hard to see in the shadows, "Permission granted."

"Shouldn't the recovered shield generators be fitted to our cruisers? Or carriers?" Keyes pointed out, "They need them far more than a destroyer like the _Iroquois_."

It looked almost like the woman had a small smile on her face, "All of that is true Captain. But that ties into what we have to ask General Landry."

Said General lifted his head up, looking back at the other officers.

"Yes…we have a question for you General," the second man said, "With the size of your ship, we can only assume that your version of a shield generator must be equally small. But yet it has power in excess of Covenant Cruisers. We are hoping you will share this technology with us."

Landry had been expecting that. And honestly, he was in agreement with his 'crew' on this one. They had no current way home, and the UNSC was apparently horridly outmatched by the Covenant. Their ships didn't even have rudimentary shields. So it only made sense to help them in any way he could.

"I can share this technology with the UNSC," Landry began, "However; we must have something in return."

The officers looked amongst themselves before the first man said, "What do you require General?"

"Commissions in your military. If we are to give you our technology, you will need our expertise to use it effectively. And we must retain the _Odyssey_ for if we ever discover a way home," the General replied.

The officers muttered amongst themselves for a few minutes, before the woman spoke again, "These terms are agreeable. We will have commissions ready for you and your crew General. Along with new men to man the _Odyssey_ as Admiral Stanforth informed us how undermanned you are. However, we have more questions for you."

Landry looked up at the Officers, and nodded, "Ask away."

"We have read the report filed by the surviving members of the Repair Station _Cradle's_ crew. Those of them who are still able to file a report," one of the women said, "And we are curious just how exactly you managed to rescue them. None of the Fleet reports a shuttle or dropship launching from the _Odyssey_, and as near as we can tell you just plucked them right off the station."

"In a way we did," Landry answered, "One of the technologies aboard the _Odyssey_ is a point-to-point matter transporter. We call it beaming."

A rapid flurry of murmurs started up upon hearing that. This was _definitely_ something that not even the Covenant possessed. And the tactical potential…it was staggering to put it mildly. With this technology, it wouldn't be needed to land Pelicans…they could just beam the supplies and troops to the surface. Battles with Covenant ships could go far easier, as a single Prowler equipped with 'beaming' technology could transport a minefield right on top of them. Which reminded the panel of something that had seemed odd in Keyes' report.

"General, is this…'beaming'…what you used to destroy the Covenant Carrier? Captain Keyes reported that it shot down all of your missiles, yet you still put two nuclear weapons in close proximity to the carrier," the first man asked.

Landry nodded, "Yes it was. When we realized our missiles were being intercepted, I gave the order to beam the nukes next to the ship."

Though it was hard to see in the shadows, the other man nodded, "That has immense potential against the Covenant General. However, two nuclear weapons should not have been able to destroy a Covenant Carrier so completely. Even our most powerful nuclear weapons would have trouble doing so."

"Our nukes are enhanced with a mineral called 'naquadah'. It increases the yield by several orders of magnitude. A standard naquadah enhanced nuclear warhead yields in excess of one gigaton," Landry explained.

Even in the dark, one could see the shocked looks on the faces of the committee. If that was a _standard_ warhead, one could only imagine what a truly large one could do. And standard in the sense of a 21st century nuke…nowhere near as powerful as larger UNSC weapons. Add this 'naquadah' to a Shiva…or God-forbid that NOVA that Whitcomb was working on…the potential was frightening.

"You have given us a lot to discuss General. Captain Keyes will escort you back to your ship for now, though we will have to talk with your engineers later," the first woman said.

Keyes and Landry both saluted before walking out of the room. As they left, a nervous looking Corporal walked past them. But that wasn't what drew their attention. What got their attention was the mountain of a man standing…no _towering_ above their heads. He made Teal'c look like an average human, and that was saying something.

Keyes' eyes went to the man's service tag, and a small smile broke out on his face.

"At ease Master Chief…it's nice to see you again," the Captain said.

"Sir?" the giant of a man asked.

"We met a very long time ago. Dr. Halsey and I…" Keyes stopped, and sent a sidelong glance at Landry, "Hell. I'm not allowed to talk about it."

"Of course, sir. I understand."

The MP attendant appeared in the hallway again, "Captain Keyes, General Landry, you're wanted topside by Admiral Stanforth."

The Captain nodded to the attendant, "In a moment."

He stepped closer to the Master Chief and whispered, "Be careful in there. The ONI brass are…less than kind. They will ask tough questions."

"They will sir?" the giant of a man asked, sounding puzzled, "But we won…and won by a large margin."

Captain Keyes took a step back and cocked a quizzical eyebrow, "Didn't Dr. Halsey ever teach you that winning isn't everything Master Chief?"

He then saluted the larger man, "You'll excuse us…follow me General."

The two men then left a confused giant behind them, with Landry somewhat confused himself. What Keyes had said didn't make much sense at first. But the more Landry thought about it, the more sense it seemed to make. If what he had seen was normal of this Master Chief, it was likely he had an unshakeable faith in the UNSC leadership. Which would make it easy to manipulate him. Maybe Keyes was trying to protect the man?

And the 'winning isn't everything' part was also true. They had won the battle at Sigma Octanus on every imaginable level…except for figuring out what the Covenant had wanted with the planet. Landry needed to remind himself to get Daniel to look over the data from that rock. Who knew, it might be something important, and Daniel was the best bet at translating what might be a new language.

But for now, he just climbed back into the Pelican, after joining Admiral Stanforth. He was going to have a busy time, having Sam show the UNSC how to build their technology. And figuring out how to integrate the crew they were providing.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. Let me know what you think, I love getting reviews after all :D<strong>


	4. Arc 1: Reach Part II

**AN: *ducks angry mob's various projectiles***

**SORRY! I didn't mean to take this long, but I just couldn't get this chapter to work right. This is...I don't even know what draft anymore. I'm still not quite happy with it, but I had to get _something_ up. :(**

**I hope I didn't lose all my readers...**

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours, August 12, 2552 (Military Calendar) **

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach, USS _Odyssey_**

After another Pelican ride back to the shipyard, Landry found himself looking out the hanger of his ship. The _Odyssey_ was surrounded by cranes and gantries, though none of them were working on the ship. The only work that had been done to the _Odyssey_ was examining railgun slugs so the UNSC could produce their own to replace the depleted stocks aboard the cruiser.

Otherwise though, the ship was being left alone at the request of its crew. While they were willing to trade technology with the UNSC, it did not mean they were willing to let them swarm all over the _Odyssey_…at least not yet. So after one final look, Landry turned away from the hanger opening and began to walk deeper into the ship.

It was still as empty as ever, but the noise from the shipyard outside was echoing off the hull, giving the _Odyssey_ a much more lively sound to its halls. In a way, it was like the ship had reached a new home, and was happy about it. As Landry walked through the halls, he didn't bother to try and pick out any individual noises. That would have been an exercise in futility.

But considering the small size of the 304, it didn't take Landry long to reach the bridge. This was where his 'crew' was gathered, ready to discuss the results of his meeting. They stopped talking amongst themselves when the General entered the bridge, and turned to look at him.

"How did it go sir?" Sam asked first.

"They accepted our requests," Landry replied, "though they want to put one of their own crews on the _Odyssey_."

Cam frowned at that, "I don't like the sound of that."

"We don't have much choice in the matter," Sam pointed out, "The _Odyssey_ is heavily automated, but we can't keep running it all on our own."

"Yeah, well I still don't like it."

"Neither do I Colonel, but we just have to put stronger firewalls on the database and the Asgard Core. Speaking of which…Colonel Carter, have you found anything we can trade them in the Core?"

Sam nodded and motioned at one of the consoles. Displayed on the screen were the schematics of a Goa'uld Ha'tak, complete with weapons, shields, and power generators.

"We got lucky Sir. The Asgard included all their data on the Goa'uld in the Core, probably so we could be prepared if the Jaffa or Lucians ever upgraded their ships," the resident scientist explained, "On the plus side, this means we can give the UNSC the Goa'uld's technology, and they wouldn't be able to tell the difference."

Landry nodded, "Good work Colonel. I wasn't comfortable giving them Asgard technology and this will solve that problem."

"And keep us more advanced. Which is good because I don't quite trust them yet," Cam pointed out.

And he wasn't going to get an argument from the rest of the group. While they wanted to help the UNSC, and wanted to be friends with them, they couldn't afford to blindly trust their cousins either. The UNSC was in a desperate place against the Covenant, and everyone knew what desperation did to a person.

Hence the reason that SG-1 was giving the UNSC older Goa'uld tech. While it was still a major improvement on the UNSC's tech base (at least in weapons and shields) it was nothing compared to the latest Asgard tech installed on the 304. The real question mark was how the Goa'uld technology, even with the more powerful UNSC generators, would compare to Covenant technology. From what they had heard about Covenant Slipspace drives, the Goa'uld Hyperdrive would be faster. But if the _Odyssey_ was any indication, it was up in the air how the shields and weapons would compare.

Knowing that thought was likely raging through the heads of her comrades, Sam brought up another schematic. It was the sensor readings that she had made from the damaged Covenant Frigate that they had captured over Sigma Octanus.

"I know what you're thinking. And I've been studying what we were able to glean from that Covenant frigate back at P3X…Sigma Octanus," Sam corrected herself, "This is a small ship by Covenant standards from what the UNSC has told us. But if I had to compare it, I would rank it roughly the same as a _Cheops_ class Mothership like Ra used. A Ha'tak would be roughly equivalent to a Covenant Destroyer."

This time it was Teal'c who spoke up, "These Covenant are powerful if even their smaller warship is the same as a Goa'uld Mothership."

Cam nodded, "Not much of a threat to _us_ considering how much of a beating we can take from the Ori, and we all know what _they_ can do to a Goa'uld ship. But the UNSC, even with Goa'uld shields, are not going to have an easy time of things."

An uneasy silence descended on the bridge. They all realized what this war would expect of them. Even the Goa'uld War couldn't compare. The Covenant were more powerful, and by all indications far _larger_ than the Goa'uld Empire ever was. And the _Odyssey_ was just one ship too. So they had to do everything in their power to help upgrade the UNSC, and do it fast.

It was the only hope this realities version of Humanity had. Even for those of the crew who didn't believe in fate or gods, they knew that it was a god-send for the UNSC that they showed up. And SG-1 would never give up. They would rise to the challenge like they had so many times before, and show the Covenant just what Humanity could do.

* * *

><p><p>

**0915 Hours, August 25, 2552 (Military Calendar) /**

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach UNSC Military Complex, planet Reach, Omega Wing—Section **

**Three secure facility**

* * *

><p>Inside the sanctity of her office, Dr. Catherine Halsey sat and looked over the report the ONI Committee had compiled about the Battle of Sigma Octanus. It was highly interesting to put it mildly, especially the 'displaced' ship that had appeared right before the Covenant. The USS <em>Odyssey<em> a ship with a crew who claimed to be from both the past, and a different reality. That alone was enough to get the interest of the scientist in Halsey, but what _truly_ interested her was the technology they possessed.

Shield generators that were more compact, yet far, _far_ more powerful than a similar sized Covenant device. Power generators that put even the ODP Fusion Generators to shame. Not one, but _two_ matter transportation devices. And the weapons…compact beam weapons that could carve clean through Covenant shields, and railguns that, while small, could accelerate a shell far faster than a UNSC variant. And of course, the nukes that made the Shiva look like a firecracker.

All of this left Dr. Halsey _very_ interested in this ship and her crew. They had been tight-lipped about their technology, saying that they would release it to the UNSC once they had made sure it couldn't be misused. And then there was the fact that not even the best cyber warfare specialists in ONI could breach the _Odysseys_ firewalls. It was a mystery, and Halsey loved mysteries.

But she was distracted as the holo-crystals above her desk warmed up to display the avatar of her newest AI, Cortana. Taking the form of a slender young woman, Cortana sat cross-legged on Halsey's desk. The AI looked up at the Doctor with electric blue eyes, data streaming through them.

"Good morning Dr. Halsey," Cortana said 'standing up' on the desk, "I read the Committee's report…"

"Which was classified Eyes-Only," Halsey pointed out.

Cortana gave a fake 'thoughtful' look, "Oh, I must have missed that part."

With that said, she 'jumped' off the desk, and started to walk around Halsey. Cortana was the single most advanced AI in the UNSC, and it showed in her abilities. The main problem was she often grew bored, and a bored Smart AI created havoc in ONI's databanks. Part of Halsey was tempted to set Cortana loose on the _Odyssey's_ firewalls, but she didn't want to alienate the crew of that ship.

Shaking those thoughts, Halsey turned to her pacing AI, "I would assume you have read the classified information from Sigma Octanus IV?"

"I may have seen that somewhere," Cortana deadpanned.

"Your analysis?"

"The Committee has no idea what they found. This Dr. Jackson from the mystery ship though, seems to have a theory that interests me," Cortana replied, the data streaming across her body flashing a deeper blue as she devoted more thought to that statement.

"Oh?" Halsey asked, curious what Cortana was getting at.

Stopping her pacing, Cortana crossed her arms over her chest, "Yes, I know what you are thinking Dr. But Dr. Jackson, if his story is to be believed anyway, has vast experience with numerous alien dialects. And he believes that is what this stone is, writing made by an as yet undiscovered race."

Halsey nodded, "Go on."

"According to Dr. Jackson, it resembles Aztec hieroglyphs, though there is significant enough variation that even dedicated translation programs wouldn't be able to pick it out. He compared it to the difference between Latin and the 'Ancient' language he is familiar with," Cortana said, rattling off the report that Daniel had submitted, "He has yet to translate it completely, but he says he is making progress. I would personally suggest giving him more resources, as his theory makes sense."

"You continue to impress me Cortana. I was going to suggest that very thing to the Committee later today," Halsey said with a small smile, "Now, the final phase of Project MJOLNIR has been approved."

Cortana looked up, a shocked look on her face, "They approved it?"

Halsey nodded again, "Yes, all that remains is incorporating this 'Goa'uld' shield technology into the armor. Coupled with the Covenant shield technology already involved, it increases the strength exponentially."

Nodding slightly, Cortana 'stood' again and walked over to a framed picture on the wall. Standing in it was a handsome man, in a UNSC dress uniform having a medal pinned to his chest.

"I want him to be my Spartan," Cortana said softly.

Halsey frowned, and was ready to argue with Cortana. But she held her tongue. They had more important things to do, than argue about John. And really, who better to protect Cortana than the luckiest Spartan alive?

Setting aside her uneasiness, Halsey sat back down at her desk, "Now, which ship do you propose for this mission?"

An eager look dawned on Cortana's face. Like most Smart AI's, she liked to show off, and Halsey had just given her the option. So Cortana jumped back up on the desk, and projected a model of a bulky ship.

Halsey recognized it right away. It was a _Halcyon_ class UNSC Cruiser.

"The _Pillar of Autumn_," Cortana said.

Halsey let a small frown on her face. There were very, _very_ few modern UNSC cruisers, the _Marathon _class, left. Most were being pulled back to defend the Inner Colonies. However, the _Autumn_ was certainly not one of these powerful ships. It could best be described as an obsolete junk-heap.

"The _Pillar of Autumn_ is forty-three years old," Cortana started to explain, "Halcyon-class ships were the smallest vessel ever to receive the cruiser designation. It is approximately one-third the tonnage of the _Marathon_-class cruiser currently in service."

"_Halcyon_-class ships were pulled from long-term storage—they were designated to be scrapped, in fact. The _Autumn_ was refit in 2550, to serve in the current conflict near Zeta Doradus. Their Mark Two fusion engines supply a tenth of the power of modern reactors. Their armor is light by current standards. Weapon refits have upgraded their offensive capabilities with a single Magnetic Acceleration Cannon and six Archer missile pods."

"The only real noteworthy feature is the frame," Cortana continued to rattle off facts about the old ship, "The ship is riddled with honeycombs, and cross-bracing. This makes the _Halcyon-_class legendary in durability. There are reports of battles against the Covenant where they lose up to 90% of their armor and remain functional. And with the shields coming into production based on the _Odyssey's_ designs, this ship will be nearly indestructible."

"Service record?" Halsey asked, deliberately ignoring the mention of the shields, and how Cortana knew what even Halsey didn't (SG-1 giving over the designs).

"Very substandard," Cortana replied, "Slow and ineffective in combat, they are a joke in the fleet."

"Perfect," Halsey said, "I concur with your selection. Refit will begin at once, though she'll need a crew."

"Who do you recommend Dr.?" Cortana asked.

Halsey sent Cortana a set of files, which the AI skimmed over in less than a second. A frown grew on her otherwise pretty face.

"He used no AI at Sigma Octanus?" Cortana asked, a bit of hesitation entering her question.

"That was for technical reasons, he has no problems with working with computers. And he has the most important qualification for the job…the man can keep a secret," Halsey pointed out, "And the _Autumn_ is just the distraction…the main push in Operation: RED FLAG will be the _Odyssey_…"

* * *

><p><strong>AN: I hope you all enjoyed this. I can't make any promises, but I really hope that it doesn't take as long for the next update.<strong>


	5. Arc 1: Meetings

**AN: I am _truly sorry_ it took this long. A combination of no time to write and not enough ideas flowing. But I have a chapter up now, even if it is rather short compared to the older ones.**

* * *

><p><strong>0800 Hours, August 27, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Epsilon Eridani System, FLEETCOM Military Complex, planet Reach**

* * *

><p><p>

Colonel Samantha Carter walked into the large meeting room at the UNSC's main base on Reach. It had been decided that she would be the _Odyssey's_ representative at the meeting, as she could best explain any technical details. But it meant that she wasn't quite expecting the sight before her. Standing in the meeting room was a large group of men and women. But that wasn't the odd thing…what was odd was the fact that all of them made even Teal'c look average.

Even the shortest member of this group was taller than even the tallest man Sam had ever seen. And their muscle tone made Teal'c's look like tissue paper. All in all, these 'people' were a very intimidating presence. Sam would have been worried if her UNSC counterpart, Catherine Halsey, hadn't whispered in her ear.

_"These are my Spartan's Colonel,"_ the other woman said, _"Our greatest weapon, and our last hope. They are the ones that this mission hinges on."_

After saying that, Halsey walked past Sam towards the podium set up at the center of the stage. Sam took a seat next to the podium, beside Captain Keyes. The two soldiers turned to look out at the Spartans while Halsey began the briefing.

"Assembled here are all surviving Spartans save Red and Gray teams," Halsey began, "Admiral Stanforth has asked me to brief you on the upcoming mission. Due to its complexity you are to disregard your normal protocol and ask any questions that are needed. Now…our first order of business: the Covenant."

After Halsey finished saying that a holographic representation of Covenant ships and races appeared on either side of her. Sam noticed the Spartans tense ever so slightly…she would have done the same if a holographic Replicator or Goa'uld symbiote had been displayed. Years of fighting did that to someone. But having already read up on Halsey's speech, Sam tuned it out and mentally went over her own contribution to the meeting.

She only actually gave her attention when Halsey reached the part about the Prophets. Sam had found that part of the Covenant hierarchy interesting, as it reminded her of what they knew of the Wraith. The Prophets functioned in much the same role as the Queens, leading the 'lesser' races/castes and generally acting superior to the others.

The only difference here seemed to be that the Prophets were postulated as their own distinct race. Which brought to mind the Goa'uld, especially with the appearances of the Prophets being religious figures as much as they were leaders. All in all, Sam couldn't get the comparisons out of her head, and it was something to look at more closely for sure. But her attention was drawn to Halsey again, as she went into detail on the mission itself.

"Now, the original plan was to engage the Covenant and disable one of their ships, whereupon you all would capture the ship and after making sufficient repairs, use it to infiltrate the Covenant capital," Halsey said, wiping her glasses before she continued, "However, thanks to our new friends on the _Odyssey_ we were able to capture a couple Covenant ships at Sigma Octanus. One of them, a frigate that the Covenant called _Eternal Faith_ is being retrofitted for this mission as we speak. I will let Colonel Carter of the _Odyssey_ explain that."

Halsey stepped away from the podium, motioning Sam forward. The blonde Colonel smoothed out wrinkles on her blue Air Force uniform, and walked up to the podium. She knew her outfit was getting curious looks, but with it being several centuries out of date…that was to be expected. Clearing her throat, Sam began her part of the briefing.

"I am Colonel Samantha Carter of the United States Air Force," Sam began, and immediately a hand went up in the crowd. Sam wasn't as familiar with the other services insignia, especially after 500 years of evolution…but she had done some brushing up, "Yes Master Chief?"

The massive man asked a question, his voice surprisingly soft considering his size, "You said you are a member of the United States military…that isn't possible. The United States was dissolved centuries ago."

Sam smiled slightly…evidently they hadn't been privy to what had happened, "That is true yes. However, I am from an alternate timeline. Where Earth has been space fairing since the early 21st century. I myself am from 2007, and am only here through a malfunction in my ship. The relevant information is being sent to your barracks."

The Master Chief looked dubious at that answer, but didn't ask another question. Sam took that as her cue to continue, "The _Eternal Faith_ is being retrofit with the technology from the _Odyssey_ as we speak. This is to give the crew a greater chance to escape at the end of the mission…the goal of which is simple. Capture the Prophets, and bring them back to UNSC space."

Again the hand raised, and again Sam nodded her assent.

"Capture the Prophets? Not kill them?" the Master Chief asked.

Sam nodded again, "That is what I have been told. If the Covenant is anything like what I've been told, they would most likely escalate the war if their leaders were killed. So the goal is to bring them here, _alive_, to be used to broker a peace deal."

With that said, Halsey stood back up. Sam knew her part wasn't done, but the Doctor deserved to ask the next question.

"I know some of you already suspect this…but the cold truth is we, humanity, are losing this war. ONI predicts we have a few months, maybe a year at most, until the Inner Colonies have fallen and the Covenant move on Earth," Halsey said softly, "Your mission is the hope we have to counter this. It is considered extremely high risk. Because of this, we are not ordering anyone on this mission. We are asking for volunteers only."

But Halsey knew she didn't need to say that. As one, all the Spartans stood ramrod straight, and stared right at her. If it were anyone else, Halsey would be intimidated. Instead, she needed to hold back tears…she could always rely on her Spartans, even if she hated putting them at so much risk.

"Very good. Thank you," Halsey said, motioning Sam forward once more.

Moving back to the podium, Sam started talking again, "Now, the way this mission will succeeded depends entirely on your survivability. To this end, I have been given permission by my commanding officer to show you all the technology that will help you survive this mission."

The holograms that had previously shown the Covenant ships and races faded and turned into a large representation of a tear-drop shaped Covenant Frigate with several areas outlined in red. As near as the Spartans could tell, the weapons, engines, and shield generators were all marked out.

"To capture the _Faith_, it was necessary to disable nearly everything aboard the vessel. To that end, the engines, power systems, weapons, and shields have all been replaced with technology from my world. The shields and weapons are based on technology of a race called the Goa'uld," Sam began, "Instead of plasma torpedoes, it is armed with large plasma cannons, and the shields are now a bubble shield with far more efficient energy absorption."

A video of two Goa'uld Ha'taks in combat (taken during one of the many battles against Anubis) was shown in place of the _Faith_. Golden bolts and shields were show in extreme detail, letting the Spartan's know just what had replaced the familiar Covenant technology. Some shock was registered on their faces, military indoctrination aside. After all, the closest they had seen to the Goa'uld weapons were the pulse turrets that the Covenant used to make Archer missiles so ineffective. But it was nothing like the scale of the pyramidal warships weaponry.

After letting that sink in, Sam moved on to the engines and powerplant, "Perhaps more importantly however, we have replaced the Covenant power systems and slipspace drive. The power systems have been replaced with rudimentary Naquadah reactors. Naquadah is a special mineral that gives Nuclear reactions several times their normal power, and even a small generator is more powerful than even the largest standard powerplants. This is currently the only ship in the UNSC fleet that has this reactor, as we have been unable to find large supplies of Naquadah."

Letting them absorb that information, Sam moved on, "As for the engines…the slipspace reactor was toast. So we have replaced it with a Hyperdrive. To keep things simple, a Hyperdrive is a jumped up slipspace drive at its most basic level. It works by punching a hole into subspace, and keeping a 'tunnel' of sorts open for the ship inside. With enough power, a Hyperdrive can get between here and the Pegasus galaxy in three weeks. Or even faster, if the ship has the power. With what we can put in the _Faith_, we believe it can get to the heart of Covenant space in a matter of hours."

Even the Spartan's were shocked at that level of speed. Not even the Covenant could go that fast. But they held any questions, as Sam didn't give them much chance.

"The rest of the technological changes are related to Project MJONIR. As that is Dr. Halsey's project, she will be explaining it to you all individually over the next few days. That is all."

* * *

><p><strong>High Charity, Ninth Age of Reclamation<strong>

* * *

><p><p>

Floating in orbit of a barren world was a massive structure. Resembling a giant mushroom, it was truly gigantic, dwarfing the hundreds of warships surrounding it. High Charity, the capital of the Covenant Empire. Floating around it were the hundreds of ships of its escorting fleets, looking like gnats circling the 'city'.

Inside the massive structure, sat the large Forerunner Dreadnought, the ship that had brought about the formation of the city and the Covenant that called it home. And at the moment, it played host to a meeting among the High Prophets and an unfortunate Sanghelli Shipmaster.

"Tell me Shipmaster…how is it that you're ship was the only one to return to us from the Human world?" the High Prophet of Truth asked, crossing his fingers under his sagging chin.

The Shipmaster looked (justifiably) worried as he answered, "The Humans had a new weapon Prophets. A miniscule ship that the Fleetmaster wrote off as a transport at best."

Looking up at the Prophets, the Shipmaster got a nod to continue, "However, this vessel had a new slipspace drive of some sort. It was able to make a jump above our fleet and attack with a plasma weapon."

The Prophet of Regret interrupted the Shipmaster, "A _plasma_ weapon? The Humans have never shown the knowledge in their pitiful brains to make plasma weaponry. Are you certain it was not a trick?"

The Shipmaster shook his head, "It was no trick Prophets. The weapon tore through our shields and hulls at a level not even our plasma torpedoes could match. The closest weapon we have is the Energy Projectors on the Carriers, and this vessel was far too small to mount one."

"Interesting," the Prophet of Mercy said, "This is a new tactic for the Humans. They have always tried to use their primitive technology and never show any desire to change it. To suddenly be using new slipspace drives and plasma weaponry is very interesting indeed."

Truth nodded, "Indeed. Can you tell us anything further Shipmaster?"

The Sanghelli looked surprised the Prophets weren't angrier, but thanked the Forerunners for his luck before replying, "The vessel was unlike any human design I have previously seen. It was sleek and small, with no sign of their primitive cannons. It was faster and more agile than anything outside of human fighter craft, and seemed to possess a blue energy shield though so few of our attacks hit I cannot be certain."

"Shielding too?" Regret said, "By the Forerunners was one of our warships captured?"

Truth held up a hand to calm his fellow Prophet, "Possibly. If so, the crew will never see the Great Journey. We will have to adjust our plans to account for this eventuality. You shall return to your vessel Shipmaster and prepare to scout the Human world again."

"As you command Prophet," the Shipmaster said, bowing deeply before leaving the Dreadnought.

As the Sanghelli left, Mercy turned to his younger counterpart, "You are sending him to his death."

Truth nodded, "Of course. The knowledge that the Humans can equal our technology cannot be allowed to spread. A heresy is the last thing we need or desire."

After saying that, Truth moved to a console in the back of the room. This had been set to monitor any transmissions from the probe that one of the destroyed vessels had been carrying. The hope was that the device would attach to a human vessel and gather data on everywhere it had been before jettisoning and heading back to Covenant space.

However, the console had never come to life. Truth had already figured out what that meant of course, as he was far from a figure head. He had a cunning mind, and the only reason that a Forerunner console would not work is if the device it was connected to had been destroyed.

"It would appear that the tracking device failed," the Prophet said, turning away from the console, "No matter…it only buys the Humans a little extra time. Our next operation is well underway. Have you finished translating the Holy Stone?"

This was directed at Mercy, who nodded his aging head, "Yes I have. The coordinates are to a system deep in Human territory. I do not believe it is one of their worlds however. It is too far from any of their confirmed holdings."

"Interesting. Prepare a small fleet nonetheless. I do not want any surprises on such an important task," Truth said, "The Holy Crystal is on this world, and it is needed for the Great Journey to commence."

The other two Prophets nodded their heads. Truth was correct as always. Even more so, since they now knew the Humans to possess advanced technology. Where they had gotten it was a mystery, but the Covenant would not falter. The Humans would never have the chance to reclaim the Forerunner Legacy. That was reserved for the Covenant, their loyal followers since the day they had seen the stars. And nothing would stop them from fulfilling their goals. It was only a matter of time till the Covenant found the Holy Rings and began the Great Journey. Only a matter of time…


	6. Arc 1: Upgrades

**AN: I'm surprised I got this up so quick. And surprised how long it is. Hope you all enjoy.**

* * *

><p><strong>0600 hours, August 29, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Epsilon Eridani System, UNSC Military Installation 0168-B, Planet Reach**

Once again in a UNSC base, Colonel Sam Carter fidgeted with her new uniform. The stock aboard the _Odyssey_ was sufficient, but it had been decided to start wearing UNSC uniforms when possible. While they hadn't _technically_ joined the future-military, the crew of the 304 had realized that wearing the other uniforms at least gave them some extra authority. Fewer people would question an order from a UNSC Colonel, than a USAF one after all.

That wasn't a problem in this case though, as Sam was here as the SGC technological adviser again. In this case it was for the changes to Project MJOLNIR. And she was just waiting on the Spartan who had asked her the questions at the meeting, whom she had since learned was named John. A very average name, for a far from average man. Sam and the rest of SG-1 had read the files of all the Spartans, and they made even their own adventures look minor in comparison. Though the methods used to create them…still gave her a sick feeling. Using children like that…it was one of the main reasons that the crew of the _Odyssey_ had changed their minds on 'joining' the UNSC military. They would help, but they couldn't join when ONI still was willing to do things like the Spartan-II program. At least Halsey was genuinely regretful…Sam could tell the Doctor was constantly in emotional pain over what she had done to the Spartans. And that redeemed her somewhat.

But the object of her musings had arrived, lead by an older man in a Doctors uniform. The unnaturally pale giant slightly narrowed his eyes when he saw Sam in the UNSC uniform, but didn't say anything. It did look like he had to physically stop himself from instinctively saluting though. To be expected really…when one is raised from childhood in the military, it was quite likely saluting a man or woman in a higher ranked uniform was far more than second-nature to the Spartan. Shrugging slightly, Sam watched as he removed his uniform and lay down on the cot that had been set up for this purpose.

Dr. Halsey chose this moment to walk in and explain what they were doing, "This will just take a moment Master Chief. We're going to upgrade a few components in your neural-interface. Lie back and remain still please."

Sam watched as the Master Chief, John, did as he was told. She couldn't stop an involuntary shudder as she watched the incisions made on his neck though. Unbidden, memories of attempts to remove Goa'uld symbiotes returned to her mind. It took a concerted effort to push those memories back, mostly thanks to the 'clicking' noises that signified the fact this was modifying technology. Sam's scientific mind took over, noting the design of the neural interface for later. After the giant of a man got back to his feet, Dr. Halsey lead them into another room. Inside was an equally massive suit of armor.

Sam had only seen pictures of the MJONIR armor until this point, and seeing it in person was quite a different experience. The dull-green armor was bulky, and had a large backpack, that Sam knew housed a miniature fusion reactor. This armor was easily the best she had seen, even the Kull Warriors hadn't had it this good, aside from the energy absorption. Turning her eyes away as John disrobed again and put the armor on, Sam prepared her explanation in her head.

After Halsey had finished explaining the UNSC changes to the design, Sam started her own part.

"In addition to the changes that Doctor Halsey explained, we added some technology from my world," the Colonel began, "For starters, we added a Goa'uld shield generator into your right gauntlet. By pressing a switch located on your wrist, it activates the device."

As Sam finished saying that, the Spartan pressed said switch. The form-hugging modified Jackal shield turned off, as power was diverted from the reactor to the modified Goa'uld hand device built into the MJOLNIR. As the device activated, a shimmering golden field sprang up around John, the circular shield glowing around his body.

"This shield is far different from the 'Jackal' shield that was used for the rest of your armor. The Goa'uld shield theoretically has no limits to what it can stop, aside from power limitations," Sam explained, "the more energy and momentum and object has, the better this shield is at stopping it…within its power limitations anyway. So a bullet or plasma bolt won't be able to penetrate no matter how many are fired at it. But a sufficiently big explosion, or slow projectile, a knife for instance, will be able to penetrate fairly easily."

John nodded before asking the obvious question, "Does it restrict my movement?"

Sam nodded herself, "Unfortunately yes. Using this shield leaves you stuck in one place. So it is only useful if you are under heavy fire and need to use it to fight back from a stationary position. It _is_ possible to shoot a weapon from within the shield, so it could be used to cover an advance."

John nodded again. His mind was already going over the tactical implications of this new shield. The idea of being able to just 'stand and take it like a man' was something he had never considered. Either from Innies or Covenant, he had always been drilled to avoid enemy fire, not soak it up. So most of him doubted that this 'Goa'uld' shield would see much use. Though he wasn't stupid…it had its uses. It would just take an adjustment of his tactics, much like adjusting to the main shield system.

Deactivating the Goa'uld device, John caught an oddly shaped pistol that Sam had tossed at him. The weapon looked small in his hands, and truly was a strange sight. It looked like a carved snake, not a gun of any sort. Looking up quizzingly, John saw a grin on Sam's face.

"That," Sam said, holding up a similar weapon in her own hand, "is a Zat'nik'tel. Or just Zat for short."

"Zat?"

"A Goa'uld energy pistol. It shoots a bolt of energy that resembles electricity. A single shot is able to knock down most any organism, while the second is almost universally deadly. We don't have a large stock of these weapons aboard the _Odyssey_, but they can take down the Prophets with a smaller risk of killing them. Unless they are unusually frail, the first bolt will do no more than knock them out like a light. So we're giving what we have to your team."

After saying that, Sam flicked her own Zat open, making sure to show the Spartan how it was done. She then pointed it at a target set up for just this purpose. Firing a single shot, a flash of blue 'lightning' shot out from the snake-shaped weapon. Since it wasn't a living target, Sam didn't bother with the second shot. Turning back to John, she shrugged slightly.

"Not much range on them, but very useful weapons really. I can't tell you the number of times these have saved my life," the Colonel from the past said with a small smile, "but that's it from my end. Dr. Halsey can handle the rest."

After saying that, Sam stepped back and let Dr. Halsey move forward. Sending a small smile of her own at the displaced Colonel, Halsey held up a small crystal that glowed with a faint blue-purple light. Sam knew what it was, having seen one in the 'cultural files' the UNSC had provided. The memory core of an Artificial Intelligence.

_Interesting…so small…_ the Colonel thought, thinking back on her own encounters with AI…like the Replicators.

"I doubt you've ever seen one of these before," Halsey said, speaking to John, "It's the memory-processor core of an AI."

"Like Déjà?"

"Yes, though she is far more advanced. This is Cortana."

Having raised his visor by this point, John raised an eyebrow at Halsey before looking around the room. Obviously he didn't see anything that would normally relate to an AI, like computer equipment. Halsey knew what he was looking for, and explained.

"The modifications to your neural net were to allow Cortana to interface with it," the Doctor said, "There is a new layer of memory-processor super-conductor implanted into your armors biolayers."

John knew that was the same material used in an AI's core. Which must mean…

"Yes, the MJONIR will carry Cortana," Halsey said, seemingly reading John's mind, "The original design had nearly the same capacity of a ship-board AI suite. With some modifications courtesy of Colonel Carter…it can match even our largest warships. Cortana will interface between you and the suit and provide tactical and strategic information in the field."

After that, Sam mostly tuned out what was said. She had already had this explained to her as she had modified the MJONIR. Though John's resistance to the prospect was somewhat surprising. Then again, Jack hadn't wanted Sam on the team since she had been just and 'egghead' to him at the time…so maybe the Spartans reluctance made some amount of sense.

She looked up again when a small 'pop' announced that Cortana had been 'inserted' into the Master Chief's suit.

"Hmm…surprisingly roomy in here," Cortana's voice echoed through the Spartan's speakers, "Hello Master Chief."

If anything, John looked uncomfortable. Then again, he _did_ have a woman in his head essentially. Though he answered quite calmly all things considered.

"Hello Cortana."

"I'm detecting a high level of cerebral cortex activity…you aren't the muscle bound automatons they make you out to be," the AI said with a bit of a cheerful tone to her voice.

"You'll have to forgive Cortana…she can be somewhat…high-spirited," Halsey broke in.

"Yes ma'am," John replied, sounding a bit relieved at the change in conversation.

"Now, we should begin the tests straight-away. There is no better way for you two to get acquainted than through simulated combat."

"No one mentioned combat," Cortana chimed in.

"The ONI brass have arranged a test for you and the modified MJONIR," Halsey explained, "They want to make sure you are up to the mission."

"Ma'am!" John snapped to attention, "I am ready for this mission ma'am!"

Halsey smiled slightly, "I know you are John. ONI…requires proof. Stay on your guard, I think some of them _want_ you to fail. Be prepared for anything."

"I understand ma'am," John said with a nod

"Master Chief, you are ordered to count to ten after I leave. After that, there is an obstacle course you are required to run. At the other end of the course is a bell you have to ring," Halsey said, breaking her previous whispering tone, "You are authorized to neutralize any threats."

"Understood," John replied simply.

Halsey nodded and walked out with Sam. The two women went to observe the challenge. They watched the ODST's move into the tent, rifles raised. If they didn't know better, they would be worried for John. Halsey was well-aware what her Spartans were capable of, especially John. And Sam knew what that armor could do. So neither of them worried overly much in this case. Which was proved to be correct when the tent came fluttering down around the Spartan. John quickly swung the pole from the tent, taking out the legs of three Marines. Even from their distance Sam could hear the bones shatter…and she winced slightly. While they would survive, it would take serious work to get those Marines back to normal. And it was quite likely that two of the remaining three wouldn't even survive after what the Spartan did to them.

After taking the Marines down, Sam watched as the Spartan moved to a gravel pit. It seemed safe enough, until John threw a grenade to the center of the gravel. The relatively small explosion set off two massive secondary detonations.

_Mines..._

But Sam didn't need to worry. Cortana had managed to use the explosions and standard UNSC minefield layouts to make a safe path. While it was slow going, John walked through the gravel without setting off a single mine. He then took out a set of chainguns, only taking a small smattering of hits. It was very impressive to watch, but things were about to get worse for him.

Down on the obstacle course, John felt Cortana return to his head. The AI had taken a detour to find out what was going on at the nearby Fairchild Airbase, and had returned from that.

"I just accessed SATCOM," the calm female voice said, "There's a SkyHawk jump-jet inbound from Fairchild field."

John stopped…could his suit withstand that type of firepower? It was very doubtful, if not impossible. Shaking his head of these thoughts, John ran. He knew he had to get through the rest of the course, and quick if he was going to avoid that fighter. He jumped onto the Pillars of Loki, somehow managing to move a half-ton of man and armor through the small poles, and quickly too. But not fast enough. A dot on the horizion grew quickly into the form of the SkyHawk, which opened fire with its 50mm cannons. The shells tore through the wooden poles, and took out a quarter of John's shield.

Realizing he couldn't take another pass, John through all caution to the wind and _ran_ through the traps set up in the Pillars. He didn't slow down, even with napalm and sonic grenades going off all around him. Turning around, John realized that the jet would reach him before he could possibly escape.

Turning fully, John whispered in his helmet, "Cortana, I'll need your help."

"Anything," she whispered back…a hint of nervousness in her voice.

"I need you to shunt all, _all_ of the power from the reactor to the Goa'uld shield when I tell you to," John explained, "I can't outrun the missile, or dodge it. We need to rely on the Colonel's word with the shield."

"I'm ready," Cortana replied, a real note of worry in her voice now, "I hope you know what you're doing."

"So do I."

John held a hand near the switch on his right gauntlet. He watched as the SkyHawk finished its turn, and a plume of white smoke extended from its wingtip. He watched as the Scorpion missile came screaming at his body. He watched as the silvery casing of the missile grew to fill his visor…until…

"NOW!"

John flipped the switch at the same instant that Cortana channeled all the power to the alien shield. The familiar golden shimmer surrounded John an instant before the missile would have hit. The warhead slammed into the golden barrier, detonating in a spectacular flash of orange light. John could feel the force of the explosion through the shield…but by some miracle it held. Warning sirens blared through his suit, as the reactor tried to recover from the amount of power it had used. John's movements felt sluggish as the shield deactivated, his suit barely able to compensate.

"Run Chief!" Cortana shouted, "They'll come back to make sure they get us this time!"

The AI didn't need to tell him twice. John ran as fast as he could for the bell, ringing it. The sweet sound was the most beautiful thing he had ever heard.

Halsey's voice broke over the COM channel, ruining the moment, _"Call off your men Colonel Ackerson! We've won. Well done Master Chief…stay there, I'm sending in a recovery team."_

"Thank you Cortana…I couldn't have done it without you," John said.

"You're welcome Master Chief," Cortana replied, before her voice gained a mischievous tone, "And no, you couldn't have done it without me. Though we'll want to say thanks to Colonel Carter for that shield."

* * *

><p><p>

**0400 Hours, August 30, 2552 (Military Calendar) /**

**UNS _Pillar of Autumn _, in orbit around Epsilon Eridani System, Reach Military Complex**

Captain Keyes tapped the thrusters of the shuttle pod _Coda _. The tiny craft rolled and the _Pillar of Autumn _came into view. Normally, Captains did not ferry themselves around the space docks of Reach, but Keyes had insisted. All unauthorized personnel were restricted to a narrow flight path around the _Pillar of Autumn _, and he wanted to take a careful look around the outside of this ship before he took command.

Though it wasn't his ship that caught his eye at first. Floating next to the _Autumn_ was a Covenant Frigate, the purple vessel nearly as large as the human cruiser. That had to be the _Eternal Faith_, as the other captured Covenant vessels were being torn apart to study them. And next to it was the familiar, and small, form of the _Odyssey_. Shuttles and work drones flew back and forth between the three vessels, obviously ferrying men and supplies to finish the refitting of the larger two ships.

As Keyes nimbly maneuvered his shuttle threw the swarms of small craft, he got a closer view of the _Autumn_. The old vessel showed numerous signs of her age; rust-streaks spread over the hull, scorch marks from old battles still marred the armor, her engine baffles were blackened from hard use…it made Keyes wonder what he had signed up for.

Moving his shuttle closer to the hull, his sharp eyes picked out odd details. There were multiple weapon emplacements that looked unfamiliar to him. They looked almost like domes, sealed over by heavy armor. But a closer look showed that they had hatches to allow a weapon to extend from the hull.

"Those must be the 'staff cannons'," Keyes muttered, as he continued to examine the hull of his ship.

He picked out plating over the starboard docking bay that on closer inspection, was shown to be honeycombed. The hatches were the size of a standard Archer missile, giving away the reason the bay had been plated over. The _Autumn_ had enough missiles to rival any true cruiser. Keyes nodded appreciatively to himself at that…it gave him more tactical options than expected. Nosing his shuttle towards the stern of the _Autumn_, Keyes saw smaller engines that weren't standard for a _Halcyon_ class cruiser. He assumed those were the Hyperdrive engines that had been 'slapped on' to use Colonel Carter's terminology. They looked quite small in comparison to the standard engines, but he would reserve judgment, considering he had seen what the equally small _Odyssey_ was capable of.

Angling his shuttle 'down', Keyes saw that the 50mm mounts he had been expecting had been replaced with weapons that looked like old-style Phalanx CIWS. Most likely the railguns that were just now coming into production. And if what he had heard was true, they could even be useful against shieldless capital ships, let alone the speedy Seraph fighters.

Moving past the railguns, the accelerator coils for the _Autumn's_ single MAC came into view. They were small, but seemed like they hadn't been modified in the same way as the rest of the ship had. That worried Keyes, as the MAC was indisputably the main weapon of his new vessel. But perhaps, like the hatches, it was more than it seemed. Keyes certainly hoped so, as he moved his shuttle towards the port docking bay.

Sitting inside the bay were three Longsword fighters, and three Pelican dropships. The familiar shapes were something of a relief after the extensive modifications to the _Autumn_. Though one of the Pelican's had what looked like a serrated titanium ram mounted to its prow. As he landed his shuttle, Keyes felt it lowered down to the actual hangar deck. Once there, he grabbed his duffel bag and exited the shuttle.

Lieutenant Hikowa was there to greet him, saluting as she said, "Welcome aboard Captain."

Keyes returned the salute, "What do you think of her Lieutenant?"

"You're not going to believe this ship sir," Hikowa replied, her normally stoic face showing a brilliant smile, "they've turned her into something special."

"Like my starboard shuttle bay?" Keyes remarked sourly.

"That's just the start, I can give you a full tour," Hikowa replied.

"Please," Keyes said back, motioning Hikowa forward.

The Lieutenant lead the Captain to an elevator, before pressing the button for D-deck. As the lift started to move, Hikowa turned to her Captain. She was going to start the 'tour' right away evidently.

"At first," she said, "I was concerned with all the ordnance on board. One penetrating shot and we could explode like a string of firecrackers. But this ship doesn't have much empty space—it's full of braces, honeycombed titanium-A, and hydraulic reinforcements that can be activated in an emergency. And that isn't even counting the modifications made with the technology from the _Odyssey_. She can take a tremendous beating sir.

"Let's hope we don't have to test that," Keyes said dryly, making sure he still had his pipe.

As the elevator moved through the ship, Keyes mentally prepared himself for the feeling of vertigo from passing through the rotating section of the ship. But it never came, and the Captain sent a questioning look at Hikowa.

"Artificial gravity. One of our 'gifts'," she answered the unspoken question.

Keyes nodded as the doors opened and they entered the cavernous engine room. The ceiling was four stories high, easily making this the largest compartment in the ship. Catwalks and platforms ringed the hexagonal chamber on all sides.

"There's the new reactor sir," Hikowa added, as she pointed at the center of the room.

Perched within a lattice of nonferric ceramic and leaded crystal, the main reactor ring was nestled in the center of what appeared to be two smaller reactor rings. Technicians moved around nearby, taking readings and monitoring the output displays on the walls.

"I'm not familiar with this design, Lieutenant."

"The latest reactor technology. The _Pillar of Autumn_ is the first ship to get it. The two smaller fusion reactors come online to supercharge the main reactor. Their overlapping magnetic fields can temporarily boost power by three hundred percent. If we add naquadah, the reaction can jump to as much as five hundred percent."

Captain Keyes whistled appreciatively as he scrutinized the room, "I don't see any coolant pipes."

"There are none sir. This reactor uses a laser-induced optical slurry of ions chilled to near-absolute zero to neutralize the waste heat. The more we crank up the power, the more juice we have to cool the system. It is very efficient."

Captain Keyes removed his pipe and tapped it in his palm. He would have to rethink the old tactics. This new engine was highly impressive. There were many more options available to him now.

"There's more sir," Hikowa broke into his thoughts, leading Keyes back to the lift, "We have fifty of the new railguns for point defense, with overlapping fields of fire covering all inbound vectors. Nothing is getting close enough to strafe the _Autumn_ with those intact."

Keyes nodded, "Tell me about the MAC gun. It looks under-powered."

"It fires a special light round with a ferrous core, but an outer layer of tungsten carbide. The round splinters on impact—like an assault rifles shredder rounds," she was talking so fast she had to pause and take a deep breath, "This gun has magnetic field recyclers along the length that recapture the field energy. Coupled with booster capacitors we can fire _three_ successive shots with one charge."

Keyes didn't need to be a genius to know how effective that would be against Covenant shields. The first shots, maybe the first two shots, would take down the shields. The last round would gut whatever was left.

"And the staff cannons?" Keyes asked after thinking about the tactical uses for the new MAC.

"Set up across the hull, we have twenty of them sir," Hikowa replied, "From my understanding, they won't take down a Covenant Cruiser on their own, but coupled with the MAC they provide a large amount of firepower to be concentrated on several targets."

Keyes nodded, "I take it you approve?"

"To quote Ensign Lovell sir, 'I think I'm in love'."

Captain Keyes nodded again, "Tell me about our single-ship complement. I saw several Longswords and Pelicans in the docking bay."

"We have a standard complement of Longswords and Pelicans sir, along with the first prototype of the 'X-301' that the dockyards just finished building. One of the Longswords is remote controlled and armed with a Shiva, and we have three naquadah-enhanced HAVOK mines aboard," Hikowa replied.

"And the 'modified' Pelican?"

"The Spartans got her and modified it for their mission sir."

"Are the Spartans already aboard?"

"They were sir, but they left to receive the final upgrades to their suits," Hikowa replied.

Keyes nodded…he would have to talk to the Spartans after they returned. It was important that this mission succeeded. So very important…


	7. Arc 1: Installation 02

**AN: Sorry it took so long again. I've been spending a _lot_ of time doing research to make certain I've got everything right :P**

**That being said, while I still believe that the railguns are, if not better, at least _equal_ to the equivalent UNSC weapons, I have replaced them with horridly outdated Asgard weapons. Not anywhere near the level of the Beam O' Death aboard the _Odyssey_, but still powerful enough to swat fighters from the 'sky'. I hope that works better for everyone :D**

**And now, on to the chapter...big changes are ahead now that we are leaving the 'Reach Arc' ;)**

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours<strong>, September 10, 2552 (Military Calendar) ****

**Staging Ground for UNSC Battlegroup Keyes, Epsilon Eridani System, orbit of Reach Military Complex**

In distant orbit of planet Reach, floated a large group of UNSC warships. Made up mostly _Charon_ class light-frigates and _Lepizig_ class destroyers, it wasn't an impressive fleet even by pre-war standards. Of course, that was if one compared it to Covenant vessels, and used the old technology of the UNSC. However, these ships were unique. They made up Battlegroup Keyes and were the leading edge of the new UNSC Navy. Refitted with Goa'uld shields and weapons, and in some cases (such as the _Autumn_) obsolete Asgard weaponry retrofitted into point-defense weapons.

These ships were, pound-for-pound, more powerful than their Covenant equivalents. For the first time in the long war against the genocidal aliens…the crews of these vessels genuinely believed they could win any fight they were thrown into. Even in the now obsolete standard ships, the UNSC Navy had managed to take down Covenant ships…with the new technology beginning to filter its way through the ranks, the crews felt that the Covenant were the ones who were outmatched in technology now. And they took a savage sense of pride from that.

Thus, the crews were waiting with baited breath for the orders to come down from command to launch RED FLAG. This was their best chance at ending the war quickly, and they were proud to be selected for this mission. The only reason they hadn't launched the attack yet was the two missing ships that should have been floating by the flagship, UNSC _Pillar of Autumn_. The missing ships were the USS _Odyssey_ and UNSC _Eternal Faith_. The time-traveling human corvette, and retrofitted Covenant frigate were playing the role typically assigned to prowlers…scouting out the Covenant territory, and looking for their homeworld.

"Still no word from the _Odyssey_ or _Eternal Faith_?" Captain Keyes asked his crew.

"No sir, nothing on standard channels or the new communication systems," Lieutenant Hall replied, her headset filled with nothing but static and inter-fleet traffic.

Keyes nodded and absently tapped his pipe on his command chair. It had been several days now since the two ships, the fastest in his fleet, had gone on their scouting missions. And he couldn't help but worry. While the _Odyssey_ had proved itself over Sigma Octanus, and in fleet wargames (outmatching anything the UNSC could throw at it)…it was still a small ship, and if they came across the likes of a Covenant Supercarrier, they stood little chance of survival. He worried even more for the crew of the _Faith_. The captured Covenant ship would quickly become Priority Target One to the Covenant, knowing how they reacted to even minor technology falling into UNSC hands.

"Keep monitoring the channels Lieutenant," Keyes ordered, "let me know the moment they return."

As Keyes stood up to observe his crew, the holostation came to life, Cortana's blue-purple avatar flickering on the platform. The AI looked typically cocky and unworried, but Captain Keyes doubted anything really phased her. She truly was like a much younger Catherine Halsey, without the Doctors more refined personality.

"I wouldn't worry Captain," the AI said, "if anyone can handle those aliens it's the _Odyssey_. I should know, I've looked at every bit of technology they've given us and extrapolated that…"

Keyes held up a hand, "Yes I know Cortana. You have told me before that the 'Goa'uld' technology they gave us if far inferior to what that ship has aboard."

The AI looked rather put-out at being cutoff, before brightening again, "Which reminds me. I have finished the modifications you wanted me to make to the Goa'uld staff cannons. I believe they are now twice as effective as they were when we first received them. Should be a rather nasty surprise to the Covenant."

"Good job Cortana. See if you can do something about the point-defense weapons. I'm not satisfied with their performance."

"Right away sir."

With that, the AI vanished from her pedestal, leaving Keyes alone with his crew again. Cortana was brilliant, but she did grate on the nerves occasionally. So Keyes let out a barely audible sigh as he moved for the hatch. He needed to talk with the rest of the crew, and figure out just how ready they truly were. Between the unfamiliar technology scattered on the _Autumn_ and the gravity of the situation…it was needed.

Exiting the hatch, Keyes immediately saw marines and sailors walking through the halls of the _Autumn_. The ship had a full crew, and they were busy making sure the vessel was prepared for the battles ahead of it.

"Captain on deck!" one of the marines shouted, saluting after moving his MA5C to his other arm.

Keyes nodded at the man, not failing to notice his weapon. The new version of the venerable MA5 series was developed when the SGC group had seen examples of fights against the Covenant. They had noticed what the UNSC had noticed decades ago…to get through even a Jackal's shield took nearly a full 60 round clip from a standard MA5 series rifle. So combining their brainpower, the two human groups had started to see if something could be done. The result was the MA5C, which while it had a smaller magazine than its predecessor, fired a more powerful cartridge. It hadn't been used in combat, but it was hoped to be able to more effectively deal with the Covenant.

"At ease soldier," the Captain said, snapping off his own salute.

The marine nodded and went back to whatever task he had been assigned. For his part, Keyes walked through the crowd, heading for the ODST berths. There had been reports of problems between the ODST and Spartan contingents, and Keyes wanted to see just how bad things were getting.

When the Captain reached that part of the ship, he found it was like a different world. The ODST's had a distinct lack of discipline when compared to the rest of the marine contingent, and it showed in the fact that their berthing space was heavily…customized. Some of which was distinctly against regulations at that.

While the ODST's currently in the same room as Keyes saluted, they showed no regrets over the 'modifications'. Keyes declined to mention it, as they were excellent fighters, and some leeway was needed to keep everyone sane in this war.

"Captain on deck!" Major Silva, the commander of the _Autumn's_ ODST detachment barked out.

Keyes returned the salute, before walking up to Silva.

"Major, I hear there have been problems between you and the Spartans. Is this correct?"

Silva shifted slightly, "There may have been some incidents yes."

"And why exactly is this becoming a problem?"

"With all due respect sir…we don't _need_ the Spartans. My men and women are more than capable of doing this mission. Leave those rejects behind and we can capture a Prophet that much quicker."

Keyes shook his head, "We need you and the Spartans equally Major. Having our best men and women on this mission is of the utmost importance. I won't have any more incidents; we need everyone on the top of their game. You are here because you _are_ the best of the best. Start proving it Major."

"Sir!" Silva shouted, clamping down on his urge to badmouth the Spartans. If it was proof that Keyes wanted…well, the Helljumpers would give him that proof. And show those genetically altered freaks just what they were competing against…

* * *

><p><p>

Meanwhile, in a different section of the Galaxy, the _Odyssey_ flashed out of hyperspace. While they had been looking for the Covenant capital, the long-range sensors had picked up some interesting readings. The Asgard sensors couldn't make any sense of the scale or type of energy, it was even more foreign than the plasma reactors the Covenant were so fond of.

Thus, they had made a detour after informing the _Faith_ of the move. The crew of the captured Covenant vessel had acknowledged the message and continued their own search, claiming that they were tracking Covenant fleets that were all moving to a similar location. Because of that, the _Odyssey_ had moved at flank speed to the location of the odd readings, and arrived within a few hours thanks to the speed of their Hyperdrive.

"We've reached the destination sir," one of the new UNSC crew said from the helm station.

"Good job, take us in nice and slow Ensign," Cam Mitchell said, temporarily in charge of the _Odyssey_ while Landry was working back on Reach.

"Yes sir," the woman replied, manipulating the (to her) odd controls to move the small warship further into the system they had entered.

The small warship moved along at a steady pace, powerful sensors scanning for any sign of Covenant warships. So far there had been no sign of the genocidal aliens, though that could change. And it was hard to tell for sure with that power-reading overwhelming the sensors. And if anything, the reading was getting _more powerful_ the further into the system the ship traveled. One thing was clear…they were quickly approaching whatever the source was.

"Sir…what is that?" another member of the new crew said, staring out of the bridge window with a look of awe on his face.

"Hell if I know…but that is one _big_ ring," Cam replied.

Floating in front of the _Odyssey_ and in orbit of a gas giant was a truly massive ring. The obviously artificial construct spun slowly as it orbited the planet, managing to keep what looked like a massive ocean dotted with glaciers inside the rings surface. The structure was easily bigger than anything either set of crew had seen. Even Atlantis paled in comparison.

"Sam, are the scanners seeing what I'm seeing?" the Colonel asked after the shock wore off.

_"If you're seeing a ring that makes us look like a gnat, then yes,"_ Sam replied from the Asgard Core room.

"Any idea what it is?"

_"At the moment? Not a clue, it isn't like anything I've seen. If the scans are any indication it's on par with Ancient technology, in age and design. But it's so far from anything I've ever seen, I don't know what to make of it. The power readings _alone_ are higher than several ZPM's."_

Cam nodded slightly, continuing to stare at the hypnotizing sight of the ring. On closer inspection, he could see intricate shapes on the metal 'hull' of the ring, some of which looked almost like docking ports. Though with the size of the ring, it was somewhat scary to imagine what type of ship would _need_ those ports. If that was even what they were. With how foreign the design of the ring was, it was anyone's guess what the 'carvings' in the 'hull' were.

As Cam continued to examine the ring, his trained eyes noticed something. It was almost impossible to see, but it looked like silver dots were approaching the _Odyssey_.

"Zoom in on those…things…" he ordered, whereupon the viewscreen showed a metal machine of some sort.

The machine had an 'eye' surrounded by three booms, and what looked like a beam weapon mounted below that. While it was small on its own, the camera zoomed out somewhat to show that there was _hundreds_ of the things heading for the human ship.

_"Cam, I don't know what you did up there but those things have their weapons charged. I would rather not test how much fire our shields can take from technology this advanced,"_ Sam said from the core.

"Prep the Hyperdrive for a quick getaway," Cam told the helmsman, who got to her task quickly.

As she worked, the swarm of machines got closer and closer to the _Odyssey_, looking like nothing more than a swarm of silver gnats moving to surround the warship. The drones flew around in perfect formation, not a single collision marring the group. And with the (relatively) small size of the _Odyssey_ it wouldn't take much work to surround the ship entirely.

"Any changes down there Sam?"

_"None. Though the drones seem to be transferring power away from their weapons…I'm not sure what they're doing though."_

And indeed, the glow at the 'barrel' of the drones weapons was fading somewhat. That seemed like a relief, until the light suddenly got blindingly bright as the drones fired beams of light at the _Odyssey_. Instead of shaking the ship and flaring the shields though, the beams seemed to 'wrap' around the blue shield, forming a web of energy around the ship.

"What the hell is that?" Cam shouted as the ship began to shake.

_"Some sort of tractor beam like device. They're pulling us towards the ring!"_ Sam replied.

Cam's eyes widened, "Get us out of here!"

The _Odyssey's_ engines flared to life, struggling against the power of hundreds of drones towing it towards the ring. It was a futile struggle though. The _Odyssey_ had powerful engines, more powerful than even the ones aboard a _Marathon_ class cruiser more than five times its size…but they were proving inadequate against whatever these drones were. Because of this, the Ring grew in size in the viewport, slowly but slowly swallowing the whole view.

And as much as the _Odyssey_ strained against its bonds, they refused to budge. If anything, the drones pumped _more_ power into their strange tractor device. Nothing the human ship did helped, prompting Cam to whisper into his radio.

"Sam…would plugging the ZPM and Core back into the power systems get us free?"

Down in the Core Room, Sam shook her head, _"Possibly. But it might just fry our systems with the sudden surge of power. You can't just 'plug in' a ZPM into a ship that easily, not unless it was designed with one in mind like Atlantis. It would take to long to set up without wrecking the conduits."_

"So we're stuck with…whoever is pulling us in?"

_"Unless you want to try firing on those drones…yes."_

Cam thought that over. On one hand, it was obvious that in the numbers these drones possessed, they had power in excess of the current power supply aboard the _Odyssey_. And who knew what that meant in terms of shielding and weaponry. But if they just let the things drag them onto the Ring…who knew what could happen.

"Prep the railguns. If we can't break free with the engines, we'll blast our way out," Cam ordered.

But, as the crew began to power up the weapons, a loud noise echoed through the ship.

_"Please don't power up your weapons Reclaimers. I do not want to have to fire on your vessel."_

The crew looked around, wondering where the voice came from. And why it was calling them 'Reclaimers'. And of course…how it knew they were powering up the railguns…did the drones have sensors strong enough to tell the railguns were being powered up?

"Who is this and how are you tapping into our comm systems?" Cam asked, figuring the voice was listening for a response.

And it was, as the viewports showed a new image. A floating ball shaped machine with a faint pink glow emanating from its 'eye' stared at the crew.

_"Greetings I am 007 Grieving Light, Monitor of Installation 02."_

* * *

><p><strong>Yes I'm evil :P<strong>

**Please leave a review, and let me know what you think! They are all appreciated, even if I don't have the time to reply to them. :D**


	8. Arc 1: Battle of Reach 1

**AN: Yet again, I apologize for the delay. My grandfather passed away recently and I've been away from my computer (and internet for that matter) helping with things. Thankfully things have calmed down, so I should hopefully be able to get back into the swing of things.**

**On a different note though...several people have commented on the 'Halo is as old/advanced as Ancients' thing. Please read that in context...Sam was talking to _Mitchell_ not Cortana or something. He asked about it, and saying 'on par with Ancients' gets the point across, and isn't inaccurate in any case. A Halo ring _is_ that advanced, and it _is_ that old. Not as old as the oldest Ancient stuff, but certainly older than the Goa'uld or Covenant. So it got the point across to Cam, letting him know this big Ring is old and advanced.**

**Is it completely accurate? No. Did it need to be in the context of the scene? Also a firm no. I hope that explains that particular line. On to the chapter, where we reach Alt-Battle of Reach.**

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours, September 10th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**UNSC _Eternal Faith_, Unnamed System**

A flash of light lit up deep space in an empty star system on the edge of UNSC territory. The purple glow spit forth a darker purple ship, the sleek vessel coming to a quick halt as its inertial dampeners and engines strained against the motion of leaving hyperspace. The blue engines at its stern flared as the vessel began to move forward again, albeit at a much slower rate than before. The formerly Covenant warship turned slightly to head towards an anomalous energy reading it had picked up.

The system the vessel was moving into wouldn't have drawn any particular interest under normal circumstances. It was a fairly standard binary star system, with only a 'Hot Jupiter' orbiting near the twin stars. Nothing special, hence the reason the Outer Colony Program had left it alone. The nearest system was the devastated Eridanus system, meaning this area had been under Covenant control for decades now.

Yet, the _Eternal Faith_ was the first UNSC ship to actually scout this system out, as it was commonly assumed that the Covenant would have no more use for such a barren patch of space than the UNSC did. Add in the fact that most Prowlers were needed closer to home, and it made a certain amount of sense. Even the _Faith_ wouldn't be in the system if it weren't for the odd sensor readings.

"Any sign of Covenant activity?" the Captain, a man by the name of Hans Schmidt asked.

"None sir," the sensors officer answered, "there seems to be something in orbit of the planet, but we can't get a good reading with all the interference from the stars."

"Move us closer, but stay in silent running, we don't want to prod a bee hive if the Covenant are here."

In military parlance, silent running meant that all non-essential systems were shut down and the vessel, in this case the _Faith_, moved at a slow speed to avoid detection. In space, this would normally be a useless precaution, as even rudimentary sensors could see the stars blotted out by a one-kilometer long warship. But the interference from the binary stars worked both ways. Any Covenant forces that may have been in the system were blinded to anything but close range scans if they were near the hot Jupiter. And that meant that as long as the _Faith_ stayed a safe distance away and didn't activate any power-hungry systems, they might as well have been invisible.

Thus, as the ship approached the massive planet that was filling the view of the external cameras (the Covenant frigate lacking a 'bridge' like human vessels), they went undetected by the smaller, but still massive, structure orbiting the planet. The structure was at least ten kilometers in circumference, and had a…unique design. But it wasn't the station that drew attention…no, it was the massive Covenant fleet floating around it.

"Counting several hundred Covenant warships Captain," one of the crew said, "including one Supercarrier."

Faces paled across the crew at that bit of news. Covenant Supercarriers were very rare, and for good reason. At 28 kilometers long, they were larger than any other ship known, in either universe. The size wasn't for show either. It corresponded to a massive amount of firepower and shield strength. A single Supercarrier could _decimate_ an entire UNSC fleet. Even the _Odyssey_ paled in comparison to this monstrosity. A Supercarrier could obliterate even the dimension-traveling ship, its firepower greater than anything in either universe.

"Have they detected our approach?"

"No sir."

Captain Schmidt frowned slightly. On one hand, their mission was to figure out the Covenant homeworld. And a fleet this large had to be tied to it. A forward observation post perhaps? But on the other hand, the _Faith_ was horribly outmatched here. And with its lack of a slipspace drive or its standard weapons, it couldn't be used to blend in with Covenant forces. So there really wasn't much of a choice after all. However important the mission was, they were under strict orders not to take any unnecessary risks.

"Hold here and continue to monitor the fleet. If they make any sudden moves, have the Hyperdrive ready to escape," the Captain ordered.

The crew nodded as the _Faith_ slowed to a halt in orbit of a small moon that somehow survived in the hostile conditions around the twin stars. The ships modified sensors continued to observe the Covenant station and its accompanying fleet, watching as every ship (sans the Supercarrier) periodically docked. Whatever this station was, it was obviously being used to support this fleet. And said fleet was constantly rotating patrols, taking their security quite seriously. If it weren't for the (relative) small size of the _Faith_ and the interference from the stars, it would have been detected a long time ago.

But as the captured ship observed its brethren, the Supercarrier began to move away from the station. At least three hundred ships of varying classes followed it, all of the ships moving on a vector that would take them out of the system. Wanting to avoid detection, the _Faith_ flared its engines for a slow burn around the moon. A Clarion spy drone was left behind to continue to monitor this new development.

The small drone watched as the Covenant fleet formed a unified formation, with the Supercarrier and a new ship design sitting at the center. Both ships were obviously meant to be flagships, likely of respective squadrons within the fleet. However, it seemed odd just how small the second ship was compared to its monstrous counterpart. Then again, the Covenant ships rarely made sense to a human designer.

"Fleet is continuing to leave on an out-system vector. They are likely trying to clear the stellar interference. The station is maintaining its orbit."

"Follow that fleet. Maintain silent running."

With that order, the _Faith_ began to shadow the Covenant fleet. If the enemy forces noticed the rouge frigate, they showed no sign of it. Either they couldn't see it (likely due to lingering sensor interference) or they assumed it was part of the fleet that had engine troubles. Either way, they made no hostile moves towards the _Faith_, which continued to shadow the fleet as it moved further away from its station.

Once it was fully clear of any effects from the stars, the fleet reoriented once more. This time, the Supercarrier moved to the front of the fleet, a truly immense Slipspace rupture building at its bow. The rest of the fleet did similar things, with the smaller ships 'piggy-backing' on the larger one's portals. Soon, all of the fleet vanished into slipspace, leaving the _Faith_ behind, while the crew ran the numbers to attempt to ascertain its destination.

"Oh my God," one of the crew gasped, "its Reach sir! The Covenant are heading for Reach!"

The crew was stunned into silence by that. All their hard work in keeping the location of Reach hidden hadn't paid off. The Covenant had finally found it…and even with the rest of Battlegroup Keyes, Reach didn't stand a chance against a fleet of that size without reinforcements. And a lot of them.

"Activate the Hyperdrive! We're faster than the Covenant now…we need to get back to Reach and warn them!" Captain Schmidt called out.

The crew set to their jobs, not wanting to lose their last bastion before Earth herself. Quickly, a purple portal opened in front of the _Faith_, before the vessels engines flared, accelerating it into the portal. As the blue tunnel of hyperspace enveloped the ship, they could only hope that they would arrive back at Reach in time…all hinged on them warning their brothers-in-arms before the Covenant could arrive.

***HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG***

Sometime later, the _Faith_ shot out of its portal in high-orbit of Reach. The Orbital Defense Platforms and the ships currently in orbit trained their guns on it, but relaxed when the proper codes were sent out. The _Faith_ moved past the defense forces and towards one specific platform that was currently serving as the spaceborne portion of HIGHCOM.

"_UNSC Eternal Faith, why have you returned? Have you discovered the Covenant Homeworld?"_ a message came from Admiral Stanforth, who was currently in command of Reach's defense forces.

"No Admiral, they have found _us._ We found a staging area, and a fleet that we believe is coming for Reach," Captain Schmidt replied.

_"Are you certain?"_

"Yes sir, I am. We studied their trajectory, and the only planet along its path is Reach."

A quiet sigh could be heard across the line, before Stanforth began talking again, _"Good work son. Join up with Keyes and be prepared to fight. If the Covenant know of Reach, there is no point hiding that ship from them any longer."_

"Yes sir!"

With their job done, the _Faith_ left to rejoin its battlegroup. Stanforth watched it go, before letting out another sigh. They had tried so hard to keep Reach safe and undetected by the Covenant. But it would now appear that all the precautions and work had only succeeded in buying them some time. Now it was up to the brave soldiers and sailors to defend Reach until an evacuation could be set up. While the goal remained holding Reach, the fact was there was always the chance the Covenant would break through…upgrades or no upgrades. So they had to get the civilians and the mobile dockyards evacuated, to maintain Reach's population and construction abilities…even on another world if needed.

So, with that goal in mind, Stanforth left the command post for his nearby flagship. The _Leviathan_ was the first of the _Marathon_ class ships to be refitted, and it had been quite recently at that considering the older _Halcyon_ class was being upgraded first as they needed them more. But the _Leviathan_ was ready for battle, and ready to lead the lighter ship squadrons while the partly-refitted _Trafalgar_ and _Mushashi_ handled the overall fleet.

As he reached a shuttle, Stanforth watched out its window while it moved towards the massive _Leviathan_. The cruiser was surrounded by its lighter escorts, waiting for its commander before moving to join the rest of the fleet. Stanforth's pilot angled the small shuttle to one of the cruisers docking bays, before powering down inside of the newly shielded bay. The Admiral got to his feet to exit the shuttle, where he was met by a Marine escort.

"Welcome back Admiral," the commander of the escort said with a salute.

"Good to be back son," Stanforth replied returning the salute, "let's get to the bridge and get moving to the fleet."

As Stanforth walked to the bridge, the large engines at the rear of the _Leviathan_ flared to life, pushing the mighty warship and its escorts towards the rally point where the rest of the UNSC fleet waited. By now, the fleet had grown to nearly 80 warships, all upgraded to some extent (mostly shields and hyperdrives). There were more ships coming from nearby systems, but their slower Slipspace drives meant it would be some time before they could possibly reach the system. The only saving grace was the fact the Covenant (while faster) were still a long way off.

"Message from the _Pillar of Autumn_ sir," one of the crew called out as Stanforth reached the bridge.

"Play it," the Admiral replied shortly.

_"The battlegroup is ready Admiral. We haven't been able to establish contact with the _Odyssey_ however. The Prowler _Darkness _is ready to check along their last known path."_

"Go ahead and send them out Keyes. We need every ship we can get, especially that one."

_"Roger that Admiral_."

A small pitch black vessel detached from the fleet and vanished into a hyperspace window. The rest of the fleet continued to move into a formation similar to the one at Sigma Octanus, waiting for the inevitable Covenant arrival.

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours, September 16th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Covenant Fleet, on approach to Epsilon Eridani**

* * *

><p>It had been several days now since the Covenant Fleet of Particular Justice had left the <em>Unyielding Hierophant<em> on its mission to the world that held the Sacred Crystal. Some of the Sangheili in command of the fleet (notably the Fleetmaster Thel 'Vadamee) felt that sending the entire fleet was likely unnecessary. While they were all veterans and didn't underestimate the Human forces, there was very little that could stand against a CSO and its escorts. But they wouldn't question an order direct from the Hierarchs, so the entire fleet was sent out in case the Humans had found their destination first.

And now, they were about to exit slipspace, and find out just what awaited the glorious fleet.

"Reverting now Fleetmaster," a Minor said from his post.

The dark portal that was Slipspace vanished from the viewport, replaced with a view of a standard star system. Average, if small star, with a handful of habitable planets. Exactly what they had been told to expect by the Prophets. What they _hadn't_ been expecting was a large human fleet in orbit of the second planet. By all appearances they had been expecting the Covenant forces arrival, and had moved into a defensive position.

"Humans…how could they have found this system?" one of the Sangheili Major's that served as security growled.

"What is the count of their ships?" 'Vadamee questioned.

"One hundred and eighty Fleetmaster. Including three each of the Human Attack Vessel Class C-1 and C-2."

Thel nodded his head, "Move the fleet forward. We still outnumber the humans. The _Unwavering Promise_ is to stay behind the main fleet and use its Energy Projector on targets of opportunity."

"At once Fleetmaster!"

With that order, the massive Covenant armada began to flare its engines and move towards the human fleet. The _Unwavering Promise_ held back, as it was a modified cruiser built specifically to 'snipe' as the humans would call it. The frigates, destroyers, and CCS-class cruisers moved to the front, red plasma glowing along their flanks as they charged plasma torpedoes. But before they could fire, a shot rang out on the bridge of the _Ascendant Justice_.

"Fleetmaster! One of our vessels is in the human battleline! The _Eternal Faith_!"

Thel's head snapped around, as the rest of the bridge crew turned to look at the Minor who had shouted that bit of news. As was to be expected of even a low-ranking Sangheili, the Minor didn't even flinch at the sudden attention. He merely brought up the camera view from one of the frigates at the front of the fleet.

And sitting in the middle of the human formation was indeed a familiar purple form. The _Eternal Faith_, one of the fleet that had been destroyed at the other human world, where the first Holy Relic in a long, long time had been found. But apparently, it had not been destroyed…but captured by the humans.

"May its crew never see the Great Journey," one of the other Minor's muttered, glaring at the human-controlled ship.

"Concentrate fire on the _Eternal Faith_," Thel ordered, keeping his cool as befit a Fleetmaster, "destroy that ship at all costs."

The red fire glowing along Covenant ships continued to grow, before being released in a massive barrage at the human ships. Said ships fired their primitive weapons in reply, with large platforms in orbit of the planet firing along with the ships. The weapons fire crossed paths, some human shells melted by the hot plasma. But before the torpedoes could impact on the _Eternal Faith_ and the human stations, three large metal…plates…moved in front of the ships. The Covenant crew was shocked at the audacity of the humans, sacrificing some of their people to man those 'ships'. Naturally with the near-complete destruction of the Sigma Octanus fleet none of the Covenant crews knew about the sacrifice of the _Cradle_, so they were unprepared for this tactic to be used (again).

Their plasma fire impacted on the 'ships' burning through their non-existent armor, melting holes into the hulls. The 'ships' fell apart, melted and vaporized without so much as a minor explosion. But the remaining debris continued to absorb plasma fire, meaning that none of the weapons hit their intended target. But the human weapons weren't limited in the same way. The smaller weapons bounced off the Covenant shields, doing damage but taking two or more hits to break through.

The larger weapons however…the first of their shells to hit impacted on a CCS-class cruiser, the _Truth and Reconciliation_. The cruiser's shield flared brilliant silver for a split-second, before the human shell punched through and impacted on the hull. The _Truth and Reconciliation_ shattered into a million purple chunks, and the shell retained enough momentum and energy to similarly obliterate an unlucky frigate. The same was true for the other nineteen shells, as they destroyed numerous Covenant vessels. To add insult to injury, human nuclear weapons flared to life, far more powerful than in older battles. The massive explosives vaporized shieldless vessels, and crippled ones that had damaged shields.

In the first volley, the humans lost three 'ships'-the Covenant lost one hundred. Growls echoed through the halls of the _Ascendant Justice_ and the _Sublime Transcendence_ which was holding back with reinforcements. The vengeful Covenant fleet continued forward, seemingly shrugging off the massive losses, as more plasma gathered along their flanks. And this time, the humans would have no shields to defend their weak ships…

"Fire!"

The plasma launched forward once more, angling for the human warships. As the plasma continued its 'slow' crawl to the human fleet, the _Unwavering Promise_ fired its five modified Energy Projectors, the blue-white beams crossing space and impacting on the human warships. What shocked everyone aboard the Covenant vessels wasn't that the beams killed the human ships in one hit…it was what happened as the beams impacted.

An orange-gold shield flared to life around the human ships, resisting the power of the Energy Projectors for a second before shattering as the beam carved through the human ships.

"Shields…the humans have shields," Thel muttered, "though they _are_ weak."

As Thel watched, the human warships fired again, aiming for the _Unwavering Promise_ which was moving back to avoid fire from the surprisingly powerful stations. As the human ships fired, they began to move out of their previous formation, likely to avoid the retaliatory fire from the Covenant. But they were too slow, as the plasma torpedoes impacted on the human warships. The strange shields held against one, or even two hits from the torpedoes. But they shattered when hit with anything more, and the smaller ships couldn't even take one hit before their smaller reactors overloaded from the strain. Twenty-five human ships burned and fell out of the disintegrating formation.

"Split the fleet, and attack the structures in orbit," Thel ordered.

The order was quickly relayed through the remaining ships, which began to maneuver even as the human weapons hit their shields. This time only a handful of Covenant warships took damage, and only ten were destroyed outright. Part of the fleet (including the _Ascendant Justice_) continued to engage the human fleet, while a small group of ships moved 'up' relative to the clashing fleets. Plasma collected along their flanks as the ships targeted the human stations. Said stations fired once more, destroying a dozen of the Covenant vessels. But the remaining ships fired their weapons, expecting to destroy the human stations.

But the infernal shield system sprang to life on the stations, taking the torpedoes with little more than a flicker. What the Covenant didn't know was when the torpedoes were fired all the power being generated by the reactors on the surface for the platforms was transferred into their new Goa'uld shield grid. It nearly overloaded the shields, but it nonetheless protected the stations which quickly returned fire, destroying the remaining Covenant ships attacking them.

Though it galled Thel to do so, he knew his battered fleet was getting the worst of this engagement. They had to retreat or risk losing too many vessels to destroy the newly upgraded human ships. So he ordered a general retreat, to link up with the forces lead by the CSO-class _Sublime Transcendence_ and the other ships that were still on an approach vector. But from the departing ships, a landing force left, heading for the poles of the human world. It was an improvised strategy, but they _needed_ to get ground forces landed, and they could not afford any more surprises from the human fleet.

***HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG***

"That was too easy…" Captain Keyes muttered on the bridge of the _Pillar of Autumn_.

All around him shattered and burning UNSC ships floated, a sign of just how hard this battle still was. The casualties had been far smaller than expected due to the upgrades, but there was still at least fifty UNSC ships burning and dissected due to Covenant weapons fire. But even with that, and the large losses the Covenant had taken…they shouldn't have retreated so easily. Something was wrong…but wh…

"Cortana, scan the poles," Keyes ordered, the AI having been assigned to the _Autumn_ for the duration of the battle.

The viewscreen changed from a view of the burning ships to Reach's poles. Hundreds of Covenant dropships were descending to the surface, much like at Sigma Octanus.

"Get FLEETCOM HQ online," he ordered Lieutenant Dominique, "Copy this message to the Fleet Commander as well."

"Aye sir," Lieutenant Dominique said, "Channel connected."

"Tell them they're being invaded. Dropships inbound at both poles."

Dominique sent the message, listened a moment, then reported, "Message received and acknowledged, sir."

The Super Mac platforms slowly reoriented before firing ten shells at each of the poles. Dozens of Covenant dropships were destroyed by the rushing air the shells produced, if not vaporized outright from the shells themselves. The UNSC fleet's frigates moved towards the poles, firing their weapons at the Covenant dropships. Hundreds more were destroyed…but Keyes knew that there was still a significant number that managed to get through. Reach had been invaded…despite all their efforts to prevent it.

And it didn't take long for said ground forces to reach an important target…FLEETCOM HQ.

_"There are thousands of them. Grunts, Jackals, and their warrior Elites."_

The transmission broke into static before returning, _"They have tanks and fliers. Christ, they've breached the perimeter. Fall back! Fall back! If anyone can hear this: the Covenant is groundside. Massing near the armory…they're-"_

It didn't take a genius to know what the Covenant were after…the generators for the MAC platforms. Take those down, and the stations would be little more than giant hunks of scrap. Keyes tapped his pipe against his hand as he thought of a battle plan. Obviously the Covenant had landed a significant ground force. And while Reach was (mostly) evacuated and had a large number of ground forces…they were limited in what they could do. They needed help, and _fast._

"Get me the Spartan's," Keyes ordered, at which point the Master Chief appeared on one of the monitors, "Chief, I need you and your men on a Pelican ASAP. We need to support the reactor complex."

_"Roger that sir. We will leave ASAP."_

The Chief's helmeted visage vanished, and soon enough a pair of Pelican dropships detached from the _Autumn_, heading for the surface of Reach. Keyes watched them leave as the remaining UNSC ships moved to a new position around the defense platforms. A pair of frigates split off to help against the ground forces, while the remaining ships did their best to form a cordon around Reach.

The _Leviathan_ moved next to the _Autumn_, the two cruisers forming an anchor point near Platform 15. And it turned out to be a very good thing they did, as Cortana soon pointed out.

"Spatial disturbance to our stern Captain!"

Behind the pair of cruisers, a Covenant Frigate flashed into existence.

"Notify FLEETCOM that we have unwanted visitors," Keyes ordered, as the _Autumn_ and _Leviathan_ reoriented to face the Covenant vessel, that was soon joined by two identical vessels.

A white flash of light flashed across space as the cruisers moved, one of the Super MAC's firing at, and destroying, the first Frigate. But it wouldn't be enough, as the other two started to come to life and charge plasma along their flanks.

"Fire the plasma cannons. Tell the Admiral I recommend the _Leviathan_ do the same. We can't orient the MAC's quickly enough."

As the cruisers continued their (relatively) sluggish turn, the turrets along their flanks came to life and oriented on the Covenant frigates. Gold beams of condensed plasma began to flash out at a remarkably fast rate of fire, battering into the frigates shields. The _Autumn_ and _Leviathan_ focused fire on one of the frigates first, battering its shields down quickly, the gold bolts soon cratering the hull and blasting through to the reactor, sending the large warship up in a large explosion.

The other frigate survived long enough to shoot off its torpedo, before the gold beams found their marks and detonated that vessel too. The plasma continued on however, hitting the nearby platform. Thankfully its overtaxed shield held, though it was anyone's guess just how much punishment the shields could take…they had no lack of power, thanks to the planetside generators, but the strain of the hits had to be wreaking havoc with the emitters.

"Picking up activity just outside the platforms range sir," Cortana piped up.

And indeed, the monstrous ship from earlier had returned. It fired that infernal beam weapon, bisecting the frigate _Gettysburg_, even though its shield flared at the impact. That ship and its weapon had been the bane of the fleet throughout the battle, able to strike beyond range of any retaliation (as evidenced by the Super MAC's missing as they returned fire yet again) and with enough power to make the Goa'uld shields look useless.

Keyes frowned at that, as another ship (a destroyer this time) went up in a flare as its reactor was punctured.

"Plot a course Ensign Lovell," he ordered, "we are going after that ship."

"Sir?" Lovell questioned, before getting to his task, "yes sir!"

The _Autumn's_ engines flared, as it moved away from the fleet. The 'Supercruiser' was far enough away that it would take a long time to reach it, and that had Keyes worried. That firepower would tear through their shields and armor like tissue paper. They had no choice though…or did they?

"Cortana? Can you plot a pinpoint hyperspace jump like the _Odyssey_ did at Sigma Octanus?"

Cortana looked thoughtful for a second, before replying, "I can."

"Do it."

And with that, a hyperspace window opened in front of the _Pillar of Autumn_, as the ship flashed forward. Not even a second later it flashed back out of hyperspace on the opposite side of the 'Supercruiser'. The Covenant ship quickly began to turn in an attempt to get a shot at that _Autumn_, but Keyes wasn't about to give them that chance.

"Fire all our weapons at that monstrosity."

Gold plasma bolts, Archer missiles, and three MAC shells flashed out at the Supercruiser. The Covenant shield flared silver as it absorbed the first few hits, but the MAC shells battered it down. A handful of missiles got through and did some minimal damage, while the Goa'uld weapons blew holes through the ships blue armor, disabling one of its turrets. The enemy ship regenerated its shield, but fires blossomed underneath it from damage, as the _Autumn_ moved out of sight of its remaining weapons.

"Enemy ship damaged sir. But it isn't out of this fight by any means," Cortana said, as a beam grazed the _Autumn_, overloading the shield but missing the hull.

"Launch the Shiva-equipped Longsword," Keyes ordered, a plan already forming in his head.

"Longsword away," Cortana replied as she maneuvered the _Autumn_ like a fighter to stay in the Supercruisers new blind spot.

"Fire all weapons at the same target," Keyes said calmly, "and when the shield goes down…ram that Longsword down their throat."

"Yes sir!"

Once again, weapons fire flared from every port on the _Autumn_, flashing out and tearing at the Covenant ship. The shield collapsed even faster this time due to the damage it had already taken, while the Longsword crashed into the ship's hull. As the shield came back up, the _Autumn_ began to retreat from the Supercruiser, aiming to get a sufficient distance before the Shiva went up.

"Shiva detonating in five…four…three…two…one…" Cortana counted down, before the enemy ship was consumed in a white flash of light.

When the light cleared, nothing was left of the Covenant ship. Keyes smiled slightly as the _Autumn_ turned back for Reach…but the smile faded when he saw the planet. A Covenant Supercarrier had appeared with reinforcements, all moving for the damaged UNSC Defense Fleet. Things just went from bad to worse…

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there was the chapter. I know comments on the tech are forthcoming...but please, don't flame or say I've got something wrong. I'm in the process of working on a 'Codex' of sorts to be posted to compare the tech. If anyone has something they <em>really<em> think I messed up on, feel free to PM me and I can add it to the Codex. That _should_ be posted sometime soon. Just please...bear with me here, I'm doing my best to keep everything balanced and not 'out of left field'.**

**Which reminds me...I said _way back_ in Chapter 4 that Goa'uld ships are _at best_ a match for a Covenant Destroyer. Anything higher up (cruisers, carriers and such) are more like Tollan-obsolete Asgard-Ori (for the Supercarrier and _maybe_ the Assault Carrier) level tech. Of course, it is hard to really compare exactly since they are opposite in weapons.**

**Slow moving uncondensed Plasma Torpedo against fast firing (and moving) plasma bolts. A Covenant ship can hit _harder_ for each hit, but a Goa'uld (or other SG ship) can hit _faster_ for each hit. Of course, the comparison falls apart for bigger Covvie ships, but that is what the Codex is for. **

**And after all that...please let me know what you thought of the chapter in a review. We will hit the Odyssey again next chapter. Oh, and before I forget...the artifact at Sigma Octanus had coordinates for Halo _and_ Reach. So the Covenant would have found Reach either way, even with the lost probe. That being said, it did gain them some spare time, and the Covenant weren't expecting the UNSC to be at Reach. Only uber-paranoid Prophets lead to a similar battle.**

**Just please, no flames. It does no good for my mood/writing, and is just a waste of time. If you don't like the story, there is a nice shiny back button you know ;)**


	9. Arc 1: The Monitor

**AN: Well, this chapter didn't turn out quite how I wanted it to. We come back to the _Odyssey_ and their subplot here, though I had some major difficulties in writing this chapter. That being said, it probably turned out the best I could have done without waiting even longer to post, so I hope everyone still likes it.**

**Also, I will post the Codex in a different chapter, right before the next _actual_ chapter is up. There wasn't enough tech discussions in this chapter to warrant posting anything new, and I would rather make sure I don't mess anything up you know? :P**

**In any case, on to the chapter.**

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours<strong>, September 10, 2552 (Military Calendar) ****

**USS _Odyssey_, Unnamed System, 'Installation 02'**

Needless to say, the crew of the _Odyssey_ was thrown for a loop when they saw the thing that had captured their ship. The UNSC segment was surprised at the appearance of what was obviously an alien AI, while the original crew were running through some bad memories. After all, the last non-human AI they had seen were the Replicators…and this was too similar to that situation to discount the possibility of things going wrong. After all…UNSC AI were programmed to work with their organic counterparts…this was an AI leading a machine army.

"Sam, now would be a _really_ good time to get us out of here," Cam said.

_"Nothing I can do Cam. We're stuck here unless you want to blast our way out._"

"And we can't risk that…damn it."

The Monitor watched the exchange curiously, before talking again, _"Why would you want to leave Reclaimer? This Ring is your Legacy after all, and it is my duty to deliver it to you for safekeeping."_

The last time anyone on the human ship had heard 'Legacy' was in relation to the Asgard Core. So if nothing else, it piqued their interest even more than it previously had been. There was still the ever-present danger and level of risk, but…if this was anything like what the Asgard had left behind, or even like Atlantis…they couldn't very well afford to ignore it. Extreme risk aside of course.

"What do you mean by 'Legacy'?" Cam asked cautiously.

The Monitor tilted its head almost like a confused dog, _"The Reclaimers are the chosen inheritors of the Forerunner Mantle of Responsibility. This Ring is an integral part of enforcing that Mantle. You should already know this if you have been able to find this Installation."_

"Err…"

_"So you don't know then? Very well, I will have to educate you on your history Reclaimers. Please, allow me to land your vessel on the Installation and I can explain everything you need to know."_

Cam frowned at the image of the Monitor, deep in thought. They had no reason to trust this machine, it could even be said they only had reason to _dis_trust it. But by the same token, the Monitor hadn't made any hostile moves (aside from pulling them to the Ring). And it would give them time to get the ZPM 'plugged' back into the power systems. And the _Odyssey_ was more than capable of a quick getaway if needed.

In the end, it truly came down to a 'did the risks outweigh the benefits' situation. It was extremely risky no matter what decision Cam made. If they tried to escape, the Monitor would likely order its buddies to open fire on the _Odyssey_. And while the Asgard shields were _probably_ strong enough to shrug off fire from the machines towing it, God only knew what was on that Ring still. Which was the problem with trying to trust the Monitor. It wanted to land the ship on the Ring, and that was a major problem, considering they didn't know what was on the Ring. Or what the Monitor was really planning on doing to them.

But…the chance for even more new technology was tempting everyone aboard the ship. The UNSC part of the crew wanted more weapons and abilities to fight the Covenant. And the SGC part was sorely tempted by a possibility of getting home. After all, this Ring was some of the most advanced technology they had ever seen, so it was entirely possible that its creators knew of a device like the Quantum Mirror that could be used to get home.

As 'his' crew looked on expectantly, Cam sighed and faced the Monitor, "Oh what the hell. We'll land on that Ring of yours. Just let go of our ship and we can land ourselves."

The Monitor (scarily) looked _happy_ to hear that, _"That is excellent news Reclaimer. We have so much lost time to discuss. I am transmitting coordinates to a landing zone now. As soon as the Sentinels have cleared your path, please come and land on the Installation."_

"Yeah yeah," Cam muttered as the Monitor's image was replaced by a highlighted area on the Ring, "I really hope I don't regret this."

The machines (now identified as Sentinels) started to release their hold on the _Odyssey_, moving their cordon aside to let the human vessel through. Though the machines stayed close, cutting off any path aside from the one to the Ring. Whatever else this Monitor was, it (or should they say _she_ since it had a feminine voice?) wasn't stupid. It (she?) wasn't giving them the chance to try and escape. So Cam ordered the helmsman to power the engines and send the _Odyssey_ to its designated landing zone.

As the ship entered the Ring's atmosphere, sensors along its hull started to take readings of its composition, to ensure there weren't any toxic chemicals in the air. Surprisingly, the Ring had an atmosphere remarkably similar to Earth, if with a bit more of some elements and a bit less of others. Nothing that a human body couldn't adapt to though…which meant whoever had built this Ring had to be at least human-like, if not outright ancient humans like the (no pun intended) Ancients. This would make a certain amount of sense considering the Monitor declaring the (human) crew of the Odyssey to be the inheritors of the Ring.

All these thoughts ran through the heads of the crew while the ship descended through the Ring's atmosphere towards a group of structures situated on one of the larger glaciers. The buildings were elegant grey structures, mostly made of some sort of rock or concrete analogue, with the exception of the obvious landing zone that was made up of a silvery metal. The _Odyssey_ came to a stop on the landing pad, extending a landing ramp to allow the 'First Contact' crew members to leave without revealing the transportation technology to the Monitor. Though the ship did keep its engines ready to ignite at a moment's notice if they needed to make a quick escape.

"Well, time to meet the possibly crazy AI. Anyone else worried?" Cam asked rhetorically as he pulled back the charging bolt on his new MA5C.

"More intrigued than worried. Not _every_ AI has to be like the Replicators," Daniel said, interest shining in his eyes at the chance to meet a remnant of such an old civilization.

"We're ready when you are sir," an imposing armored figure added, holding a DMR.

Said armored figure was Commander Carter-A259 of Noble Team. The Spartan III's (and one II) had been removed from their typical posting on Reach to provide security and a fast attack force if needed on the _Odyssey_. It was in the former role that they were now serving, each member of the team outfitted in their unique armor and standing in a circle around the 'VIPs' (Cam, Daniel, and a member of ONI named Jeff Birch).

"Okay, so I'm the only one worried then," the Colonel said sarcastically, "let's get this over with."

And he couldn't have had better timing as the little-used landing ramp finished extending. Two of the Nobles, Kat-S320 and Jorge S-052 walked down first, making an interesting comparison as the smallest and largest members of the team. As the rest of the group cleared the hull, they saw the Monitor floating alongside a group of Sentinels. The pink-hued machine in the center looked friendly _somehow_ while the Sentinels were training their weapons on the joint SGC/UNSC contingent. Protocol won out over excitement in both cases. Naturally, the Spartan's responded by having _their_ weapons primed and ready, if not necessarily pointed at their 'hosts'.

"_Detecting no hostile actions, and no Sentinels outside that group_," a feminine voice said in the radios of the group.

"Roger that Kalmiya," Carter replied, talking to the AI that Dr. Halsey had lent them for this mission, and that was currently residing in his 'head'.

"Well Jackson, Birch, that's your cue," Cam said, motioning them forward.

Both of the mentioned people moved forward with Jorge and Noble Six providing escort, while the rest of the group continued to examine the area for a trap.

"Greetings Reclaimers," Grieving Light said cheerfully, "welcome to Installation 02's primary docking facility. I have waited far too long for your arrival."

Daniel stepped forward first, having more experience with (non-hostile) alien life than his fellow human (even if he wasn't _really_ a diplomat), "I'm sure you are excited to meet us then. We certainly have a lot of questions for you."

The Monitor 'nodded', "I would imagine Reclaimer. I admit I still find it strange how you know nothing of your legacy, but I can rectify that now that you are here. There are so many things to discuss!"

"Like what the purpose of this Ring is?" Birchasked, moving next to Daniel.

"Naturally," Grieving Light replied, "as terrible as that purpose is."

The sudden move from cheerful to depressed surprised the group a bit. What could be so bad about this Ring that the Monitor itself didn't like it?

"Why do I suddenly get a bad feeling?" Jorge muttered to his Spartan-III counterpart.

Six shrugged her shoulders in response, while Daniel frowned slightly at the front of the little gathering.

"What is so terrible?"

"That is a long story Reclaimers. I would rather save that until we are inside one of the buildings. While it has been one-hundred thousand years since I have seen a human, I know your kind is not likely to be comfortable in this cold of weather."

Which didn't take a genius to notice. The _Odyssey_ hadn't been carrying much cold weather gear, so (outside of the Spartans in their MJOLNIR armor) the group was showing some signs of how uncomfortable the Ring's cold environment was.

"That would be nice actually," Daniel admitted.

"Excellent!" Grieving light said, getting back 'her' former cheerful attitude, "right this way Reclaimers!"

Daniel followed easily enough, while the Spartans (plus Cam and Birch) looked a bit leery at the idea. Going into a confined building while their 'hosts' could turn hostile at quite literally any moment was not their view of a good idea. But knowing that the _Odyssey_ could beam them out if things went down the proverbial drain meant they were willing (if not necessarily happy) to go along with the machines for now. So the Spartans once again formed a cordon around the VIPs and moved to follow the Monitor.

Rising up in front of them was a large structure, resembling nothing more than some sort of temple. The entrance to the 'temple' was large enough to fit even Jorge with room to spare, allowing the group to enter fairly quickly. And they noticed that it definitely had some heating systems, since the moment they entered they felt a wave of heat.

"I'm afraid I don't have seating Reclaimers," Grieving Light said apologetically, "but I can have some manufactured if you require it."

"We'll just sit on the floor, thanks," Cam said, doing just that.

"Now, can you please tell us what we are supposed to know?" Daniel asked again, getting right to the point.

The Monitor let out a 'sigh', "Very well. It began a long time ago, when my creators the Forerunners met your own ancestors…"

**HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG***

_Thousands of years ago, the Forerunner Empire was believed to be the dominant power in the Galaxy. Our mighty Empire spread from one end of the Galaxy to the other, content and peaceful. However, we were not as alone on our technological pedestal as we would have liked to believe, for another alliance of races was our equal in nearly every way._

_Your Ancient ancestors, the Human Empire and their San 'Shyuum allies were both near our technology level on their own. In their alliance, they were a force that was capable of fighting our greatest military commanders to a standstill for decades. They were aggressive in everything they did, conquering our worlds and destroying our fleets in hard-fought battles. The Humans started the war, but my creators were determined to be the ones to finish it, and eliminate their threat from the Galaxy._

_Because of this, dreadful war spread through both our territory, and the smaller Human expanse. The Humans fought hard, but they were weakened from an even longer battle against an enemy we knew nothing of at the time. Because of this, the Forerunner fleets were eventually able to push your people back to their capital world, Charum Hakkor. Hundreds of human worlds fell before this, most of their populations refusing to surrender. The same would be true of their capital._

_The last surviving human fleets rallied at Charum Hakkor, using technology even more advanced than our own to make up for their lack in numbers. The Siege of Charum Hakkor was dreadful, in its length and damage. For fifty years we fought and bled against the Humans and their allies. Fifty years of bloodshed and loss. Fifty years of anger and resentment towards what we believed were an aggressive and impossible to negotiate with race. Anger and resentment that would be our downfall, just as surely as it was your own._

_When we finally forced our way through your people's forces, our vengeance was swift and complete. Those few of your people who surrendered were split into multiple different races and devolved into a society that barely deserved the name. Stripped of all their technology and exiled to their homeworld of Erde-Tyrene, the Human Empire was reduced to a historical footnote, while the San 'Shyuum were exiled to their own homeworld, if allowed to keep their technology for surrendering without doing anywhere near as much damage as the humans._

_It was only much later that we learned of our horrible mistake, and the last revenge of our enemies. For the humans hadn't been attempting to expand into our territory and take over our people, they had been fleeing their own, far more horrible, enemy. Known as the 'Flood' to our shocked people, this enemy had been driven to near-extinction by the humans, though it horribly weakened their forces. This enemy was a parasite the likes of which had never been seen before, able to overtake an entire world with a mere handful of spores. A mere handful of spores that could destroy anything in their path._

_The Flood descended on our worlds like a plague, overtaking anything the humans had ever done to fight us. World after world fell, the people infected being used to increase the Flood war machine. Our own people were being used by this parasite to fight against us. Our own ships were used to spread the infection from world to world. Even after the war with the humans, our military was horribly unprepared for this fight, unable to do more than stem the flow of the Flood._

_It was during this desperate struggle that we learned just what we had lost by destroying the human's civilization. They had been able to defeat the Flood by developing a cure for the infection. But in their hour of defeat, when they realized the lengths our vengeful people would go to…the humans destroyed the cure and any records of it. Through our own hubris, we had destroyed any chance of curing our people of this infection. Our greatest minds attempted to recreate the cure, but we were unable to do so._

_Realizing that we may be unable to defeat the Flood, our people turned to the very Installation you are currently standing on. Seven of these Rings were spread throughout the Galaxy. Some were used to study our enemy in an attempt to combat it more effectively, while some were dedicated entirely to use as a last resort weapon. A last resort that came, after three hundred long years of fighting the Flood._

_Our people were decimated and our fleets were unable to continue to hold the Flood at bay. With every other option exhausted, the Halo Array was fired as our last remaining fleets held the Flood back. The firing of these Rings killed all sentient life in the Galaxy, outside of a few safe zones where the last remnants of my people waited for the Flood to die of starvation so that we could restore the races we had saved in the last days of the war to their homeworlds. Including your own race Reclaimers. It was hoped that with the end of the Flood, the galaxy could be restored to its former glory._

_But with the end of the Forerunner Empire, myself and six fellow Monitors were left on the Installations, safeguarding them in the event of another Flood outbreak. We were told to keep the Installations safe for the Reclaimers…our former enemies, the humans. They were now recognized as our best chance of a worthy inheritor of the Mantle, and thus, were given the Reclaimer status. Any Forerunner Construct was programmed to acknowledge this fact. _

_With our mission in mind, the remaining Forerunners left to some unknown location, leaving my fellow Monitors and I behind to safeguard the  
>galaxy and their legacy. And we have done so for the last one hundred thousand years. It is our mission, a mission to keep the galaxy safe, and eventually restore the Mantle to our inheritors. Nothing matters as much to a Monitor, nothing at all.<em>

**HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG***

"…and now I find myself finally meeting the Reclaimers I have waited for," Grieving Light finished.

Needless to say, this story had left the group in varying degrees of shock. This Ring could kill all life in the Galaxy? Humanity had an equivalent to the Ancients even in this universe? There was possibly an enemy out there that made the Covenant look like a minor skirmish? This was a lot to take in, and certainly not what anyone aboard the _Odyssey_ had been expecting when they had left Reach. And it left them with more _questions_ than _answers_.

"This is a lot to take in," Daniel said, leaning back somewhat.

"I understand," the Monitor said, "I can answer any questions you have to the best of my ability."

"Well, if you really have been here so long, how have you not noticed that we have been isolated on Earth until the last few centuries?" Cam asked, carefully avoiding any mention of the fact he wasn't from _this_ Earth.

"Earth?"

"Our homeworld. Probably what you call Erde-Tyrene," Daniel explained.

"Ahhh…" the Monitor said with another 'nod', "I have been isolated here. As the Monitor, I am not allowed to leave my Installation for any reason short of catastrophic failure. So naturally I have no idea of what is occurring in the Galaxy at large. I do not even know of the other Installations, as their Monitors have ceased contact."

"Well that explains things….like why you haven't helped with the Covenant," Birch said, breaking into the conversation.

"Covenant?"

"Kalmiya, can you pull up our files on the Covenant?" Carter asked his AI.

_"Certainly_," the AI replied, a holoprojector that Sam and Halsey had designed lighting up in Carter's hand.

The Spartan handed the projector to the Monitor, who scanned the information eagerly. At least until it came to things about the Human-Covenant War. When it reached those parts, the Monitor became far more serious.

"This is not good, this is not good at all," the machine muttered, "is this all you have?"

"All we can show someone we don't know," Birch replied.

"And as telling me everything is a security risk, you can't show more," Grieving Light deduced.

"Correct."

"While I may not know of this 'Covenant', I can tell you about the races composing it. Or at least what I knew of them from before the firing of the Array. The warrior races you have shown me are known as the Unggoy, what you know as 'Grunts'. The larger race is the Kig-Yar, the 'Jackals'. Finally, you have the Sangheili, 'Elites' and…this is interesting…"

"What's interesting?" Daniel asked, though he had a bad feeling all of a sudden.

"This," the Monitor replied, bringing up one of the few images that had been secured of the Prophets, "is a San 'Shyuum."

Considering what they had just learned of their past, it was a bit understandable that (sans the typically unflappable Spartans) the human group was surprised by that revelation. After all, they had just learned how the newly identified Prophets had been their _ally_ in the past. What could have driven them to want to exterminate humanity?

"Man, the universe must love torturing us!" Cam said, throwing his hands in the air.

"I will admit it is odd," Grieving Light admitted, "I cannot imagine why the San 'Shyuum would be so determined to destroy humanity…destroying worlds like this is something that should only be used on the Flood."

"It is possible that they grew to hate us in the time that we were apart," Daniel suggested, "any civilization would change after that much time."

"Still to change so much…is troubling," the Monitor muttered, "do you know anything else about the San 'Shyuum and their allies?"

"Only what they said at first contact," Birch answered, "_Your destruction is the will of the gods, and we are their instrument_."

"Curious…I wonder if this Covenant discovered surviving records of our war with your ancestors. It was common for less sophisticated races to revere my creators as gods, and I would not be surprised if the same was true of the San 'Shyuum."

"Curious? That's all you have to say eyeball?" one of the Spartans, Emile, said after finally getting fed up with all the talking and no action.

Grieving Light looked apologetic, "I apologize. I have been isolated for so long that I have a difficult time relating to other's experiences."

"Is there anything you can do to help us though?" Daniel asked.

"There is not much I can do personally. Protocol dictates that I am not allowed to leave this Installation, even in a situation such as this," Grieving Light said softly, sounding unhappy about the situation, "however, I may have a way to help you."

"You do?"

Somehow, the Monitor looked like it had a plan in mind.

"I am not allowed to leave the Installation. But there is no protocol forbidding me from creating a copy of my programming and installing it on a vessel docked here," the Monitor said, in an almost conspiratorial whisper.

"Somehow I get the feeling your creators wouldn't appreciate that," Cam deadpanned…and _he_ didn't exactly appreciate it, considering it was, you know, allowing a possibly crazy AI to make a copy of itself.

"Most likely not," the Monitor agreed, "but it is the only way I can aid you 'directly'."

"No offense, but I ain't installing you on our ship," Cam protested.

"You got that right," Emile muttered from the back.

Grieving Light looked a bit confused, "I said a vessel docked here. I did not mean your transport Reclaimer. What little I have seen of your technology would likely be incompatible in any case. It is advanced, highly advanced, but it is not the same as Forerunner technology."

_That_ brought the group up short. The Monitor was implying a Forerunner vessel was docked on this Ring. If what little they had seen of Forerunner technology was any indication that was a _gold mine_. Even if it (probably) wasn't equivalent to an Ancient vessel, it was still far more advanced than the Covenant. And obviously, any technology helped.

"You have a ship here?" Birch asked, considering the UNSC needed to know more than the SGC group.

"Yes I do," Grieving Light replied, projecting a hologram from 'her' eye, showing a large triangle shaped ship.

Scale was impossible to determine from the image, but the ship did look large compared to the structures surrounding it. It also looked rather…plain. There were no obvious weapon mounts, and even the engine was hard to see. But perhaps looks could be deceiving.

"What is that?" Daniel asked curiously.

"A Keyship left here by the Librarian," the Monitor explained, "each of the Rings served a purpose beyond their use as a weapon. Installations 04 and 05 contain Flood research facilities, Installation 03 contains the Composer, and my own Installation 02 contains some of the last remaining shipyards, with this one ship docked here. It is fortunate you found my Installation first Reclaimers, as the other Monitors are programed differently."

"Different programing?"

The Monitor 'nodded', "Indeed. The Monitors of Installation 04 and 05, for instance, know nothing about the other Installations apart from the Monitors and which one is assigned to their own Ring. They do not know the location of the other Rings, or how they function. This is a security precaution to keep the Flood from learning too much about our fallback bases. But, with the fact my Installation lacks Flood Research Facilities, it was deemed safe for me to know more."

"I would guess that is to help us with our 'Legacy' right?" Daniel asked.

"Correct Reclaimer."

Daniel nodded, and was about to turn back to Cam, when something popped into his mind. He had been working on translating that crystal when they had left, but he hadn't been able to finish. That being said…if it was from a pre-Covenant race…and the Forerunner's would have known all of those…

"Kalymiya? Can you show the Monitor that artifact we found on Sigma Octanus?"

_"Of course Dr. Jackson."_

The pad that the Monitor had been using changed to show an image of the Sigma Octanus artifact, which the machine looked at curiously.

"Hmm…this is a star map. I am surprised it survived for so long," Grieving Light informed the group, "one of the coordinates is to Installation 04, while I do not recognize the other."

"A star map? Hmm?" Birch muttered.

"Can you help me translate what is left?" Daniel asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

"Certainly Reclaimer. Come with me, and I can teach you the language of the Forerunner."

"Wait, wait, wait!" Cam protested, "are we forgetting that the Covenant got this stone? And that means they know where that other Ring is!"

_That _brought the group up short. And raised a bit of a problem...they would _have_ to get to that other Ring. If the Covenant could figure out how to use it...or even worse...if they _couldn't_ but still managed to light it off.

It seemed like Grieving Light realized that too, "That is not a good thing. Not a good thing at all. We will need to make sure that Guilty Spark knows and is able to prepare. Follow me Reclaimers, we need to reach the communication center!"

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And now we are seeing the butterfly effect. The hyperdrive and <em>Odyssey<em> allowed them to find a different Ring. One without Flood, and with a (so far) non-insane Monitor. Now, that probably needs some explanation even with what I put in the chapter.**

**When one looks at the Halo Array, we only have three confirmed Rings so far. Installation 04 and 05 both had Flood Research facilities, but were otherwise just standard (if you can call a giant death machine 'standard') Installations. Installation 03 had the Composer, and hasn't been confirmed or denied as far as the Flood go. So, I made a bit of a logical leap and assumed that the Rings could serve their own purpose aside from the aforementioned 'giant death machine' bit. They are only getting the one Keyship though. I am trying _very_ hard to avoid a curbstomp after all.**

**And since I had another line about the Forerunner tech level (specifically this: ****"It is advanced, highly advanced, but it is not the same as Forerunner technology."), I will clear that up. I am _not_ saying anything about how Asgard tech compares to Foreunner tech in advancement and power and such. All the Monitor is saying is that it 'isn't the same' which is the truth.**

**And on the Monitor...I don't see a reason we couldn't have a 'female' Monitor, so I decided I would make this one 'female'. And a bit different from Spark. Which isn't that unbelievable. We only have three Monitors to go off right now in canon. Crazy and overly cheerful Spark, crazy and Flood corrupted Penitent Tangent, and rather morose Abject Testament. So, I made a bit of a leap with Grieving Light. I hope everyone likes it.**

**And after all that...I hope to have the next part of the Battle of Reach up sometime soon. It shouldn't take as long (hopefully) since I am better at battles. See you all then!**


	10. Arc 1: Battle of Reach 2

**AN: Took a bit longer than expected, and this chapter is shorter than I wanted. But in here we move back to the battle of Reach. And finish the space portion at least. I'm not quite satisfied with it, but I hope everyone still enjoys it.**

**As for the Codex, I decided that (to avoid breaking any rules by accident) I will _work_ on it, but only PM those who are interested. And at least I'm doing that instead of just saying 'I'm right, you're wrong' right? :P**

**In any case, on to the chapter.**

* * *

><p><strong>9th Age of Reclamation, <em>Ascendant Justice <em>\ **

**Fleet of Particular Justice, Human World**

Supreme Commander Thel 'Vadamee watched dispassionately as the _Unwavering Promise_ was destroyed by a human warship. The vessel had performed some form of jump to get behind the modified cruiser, and its Shipmaster had not reacted fast enough to destroy the human ship. While the destruction of the limited-production ship was indeed a harsh blow, it was what destroyed it that gained the Supreme Commander's attention, not the destruction of the ship.

_That was not slipspace. And that was not typical human weaponry. Where have they been hiding this technology?_

As 'Vadamee continued to marshal his battered fleet, the _Long Night of Solace_ dropped into formation with the last ships in the Fleet of Particular Justice. The Supercarrier dwarfed even the large _Ascendant Justice_, and it didn't help that it moved as close as possible to the smaller Assault Carrier. As soon as the ships had managed to form something resembling a stable formation, a message came over from the larger vessel.

_"Supreme Commander, I am disappointed,_" the distinct voice of a San 'Shyuum said, _"the vermin should not have been able to harm this mighty fleet._"

Inwardly Thel bristled at the implications of that statement, and the blow to his honor. Outwardly, he maintained the calm serenity of a Supreme Commander addressing his superior, as he answered the silent question he knew was in the San 'Shyuum's words.

"I apologize Prophet," the Sangheili said, "the humans have upgraded their weaponry and seem to posses shielding systems."

_"Primitive weapons and shields,"_ the Prophet scoffed, _"after all, the Forerunners left their technology to us and the Great Journey. Anything the vermin can develop is of little consequence."_

"Of course," Thel 'agreed', "the fleet was preparing to crush what was left of the human resistance."

Even if he couldn't see it, Thel imagined the San 'Shyuum nodding at that.

_"As they should. The _Long Night of Solace_ will lead the attack. I will deal with these vermin personally."_

"And we shall follow Prophet."

With that said, the battered (but still deadly) Covenant Fleet of Particular Justice began to once again approach Reach. This time, they were careful to keep watch for human nuclear mines. Easily the most dangerous weapon in the vermin's arsenal, the Covenant were not about to be caught by them again. As the Covenant fleet moved forward, the massive launch bays on _Long Night of Solace_ began to launch swarm after swarm of Seraph Fighters and Space Banshees. The small crafter were joined by ones launched from the _Ascendant Justice_ and other smaller carriers, forming a vanguard with a dual purpose…swarm the human ships, and root out any mines.

As the fighters swarmed forward, human fighter craft moved forward to try and counter the Covenant fighters. There was the expected 'Longsword' fighters, dwarfing anything that the Covenant sent forward. But there was a new fighter mixed into the standard human formations. Smaller and nimbler, when the two forces smashed into each other, these new fighters proved to be far more maneuverable than the Seraph fighters, and a near match for the Banshees. Add in the fact they had rudimentary shielding systems…it was another unpleasant surprise on top of all the other ones over this forsaken world.

Naturally, the surprise was far worse for the Sangheili and Jiralhanae actually _flying_ the fighter craft. They were the first to discover the new human fighters, and were paying for the surprise with their lives. And in numbers that should have been unacceptable by any reasonable measure.

"We are losing fighters at a faster rate than we can replenish them Supreme Commander," one of the Sangheili managing the bridge informed Thel, "the new human craft are more effective than anticipated."

"Send in the reserves, and increase to flank speed," Thel ordered, knowing he still had _tactical_ command of the fleet, to a certain extent, "charge energy projector, and fire on one of the human stations."

"As you command!"

As the remaining fighters in the Covenant armada moved forward to reinforce their brethren in the fight with the surprisingly effective human craft, a beam started to glow on the _Ascendant Justice's_ bow. As the light grew brighter and brighter, the ship pulled 'up' relative to the human fleet, allowing its bow mounted Energy Projector a clear shot at the human platforms. When the ship had finished its maneuver, a beam of white light shot out at one of the platforms, bypassing the defenses that the humans had tried to form around it, and impacting on its golden shield grid that had stopped so many plasma torpedoes.

The infernal shield held at first, light glowing from where the beam had hit, the shield _glowing_ where it was trying to deflect or absorb the energy from the most powerful weapon in the Covenant arsenal. And at first, it looked like it just might succeed, taunting the Sangheili crew of the _Ascendant Justice_. But…with a final burst of energy, the Energy Projector beam carved through the shield, and sliced the massive barrel of the human station in half, secondary explosions quickly engulfing what was left.

Among the lower races in the Covenant ships, there was some minor cheering at that, showing that the new human shields and stations were _not_ invulnerable. The more professional and reserved Sangheili sufficed with silent pleasure at the restoration of their honor, and the fact that they _could_ destroy the human stations, provided a ship got close enough, and had an Energy Projector.

It also seemed to dawn on the humans that they couldn't let Assault or Supercarriers anywhere near the stations. As evidenced by the remaining stations orienting their weapons on the _Ascendant Justice_ and _Long Night of Solace_. Thankfully for the Covenant, Thel was far from an idiot.

"Move back into the Fleet. Do not let those weapons fire on us."

While the _Ascendant Justice_ moved back, its (far) larger counterpart didn't deviate from its course. Part of it was the San 'Shyuum commanders arrogance, part of it was the shear _bulk_ of the Supercarrier. It would never be a particularly agile ship, and having smaller ships crash against its shields would not be a good thing. All that did was leave it open to attack, something the humans were not going to let go.

_Fool! Humans, whatever else they are, are not _blind_ they will not leave the Long Night of Solace alone!_ 'Vadamee thought, letting a bit of frustration go through his normally calm and collected mind, though he was well aware that there was little to be done.

"The human platforms are targeting the _Long Night of Solace_," a Minor reported.

_"Unending Redemption and Silence of the Forerunners are to move in position to intercept the human fire_," the Prophet in command of the Supercarrier ordered.

And showing the loyalty that their race had, the Sangheili commanders of the two CCS-class battlecruisers moved their craft into a position where the human shells would hit _them_ instead of the Supercarrier. They knew their shields would be little impediment, after what had happened to their sister the _Truth and Reconciliation_. But they were loyal, and wouldn't let any thoughts of disobedience enter their minds.

And it wasn't a moment too soon either, as the human platforms fired another volley. Most of the shells found smaller targets amongst the Covenant fleet, but several were fired at the largest target, the _Long Night of Solace_. The two sacrificial cruisers fired their plasma torpedoes, vaporizing a handful of the shells, and took two more head on, crumpling like tin cans, before their reactors went up in a massive explosion, flinging debris into the shield of the ship they were protecting. But they had served their purpose…while the shells still continued on to hit the Supercarrier; they lacked the power to penetrate the shield, and ricocheted off into deep space.

Much like the last engagement, the Covenant fleet returned fire, plasma and Energy Projector fire opening up on the human fleet, which started to wildly dodge to avoid the incoming fire. Those targeted by the Energy Projectors weren't able to dodge the fast-firing beams, and it didn't matter if they had shields or not…the energy beams carved through regardless of defenses.

The Plasma fire was easier to avoid, and avoid it several ships did. Those that didn't, either dropped out of formation on fire, or took the hits on their shields and returned fire. The shells from those ships hit their Covenant counterparts, blasting holes in shields and hull alike.

The ships continued to trade broadsides like this, neither giving an inch of ground, both trying their hardest to obliterate the other side. And both sides were bleeding the other badly, as a UNSC Destroyer and its Covenant counterpart blew up in the same instance, debris from the latter flaring against the _Ascendant Justice's_ shields.

_The humans are fighting harder than I have ever seen_, 'Vadamee thought, almost tuning out the destruction of yet another Covenant warship, _as much as it pains me to admit it, they are winning this engagement. For every vessel we destroy, they destroy two or three of our own. We cannot sustain losses like this for much longer._

Yet…while Thel 'Vadamee intellectually knew this was the case, it mattered very little in the grand scheme of things. This was _his_ Fleet, _his_ Command, _his_ battle, and, most importantly, _HIS_ responsibility. It would be so easy to blame the Prophet aboard his Supercarrier, for sending in the Fleet in separate waves. For sacrificing ships to protect his own vessel. For underestimating the humans…who despite being abominations against the Forerunners, were _never_ weak or ineffective fighters.

And despite all of that, Thel 'Vadamee, Supreme Commander of the Fleet of Particular Justice, knew that ultimately, everything came down to him.

However much it pained him to admit that fact.

"Bring us forward," the Sangheili ordered, "arm Energy Projector, and target another human station."

The crew didn't even question the order, despite debris from other Covenant vessels that had tried the same task bouncing off their own vessels shield. They merely went about their task with their typical efficiency, charging the Energy Projector, and once again angling the _Ascendant Justice_ to attack the human stations.

"Energy Projector is ready to fire."

Thel looked at the Major who had announced that. The red-armored Sangheili nodded his head slightly at the look from his commander. They had been serving together since Thel's earlier commands, and both of them knew what they were doing would likely end in the destruction of their ship. The Fleet was disintegrating around them, even if the humans were little better. Those platforms more than more up for that however, and as a Minor called out, were targeting the _Ascendant Justice_ even now. Nodding back at the Major, Thel turned to the view of the target again, and said one word.

"Fire."

Once again, a white lance of energy shot out from the bow of the Assault Carrier, hitting an already damaged human station. The shield on the station held for a split second, before its damaged generators overloaded, the explosions from that adding into the damage from the Energy Projector itself. Unlike the first time, this station did not explode in a massive fireball…it just disintegrated and started to fall in the human world's atmosphere.

But this time there would be no escape for the _Ascendant Justice_. This time, the human vessels focused their ire on the Covenant Flagship. This time, the opposing fleets were close enough that every weapon on the human warships was able to be used. This time…this time, Thel knew it was the end of his ship.

"Human vessels firing!"

And indeed they were, shells from the primitive cannons, golden bolts that looked like plasma weapons, missiles, everything the humans could bring to bear was fired at the _Ascendant Justice_. As the first impacts began to rock his ship, Thel said a silent prayer to the Forerunners.

_Forgive me for my failure. Forgive me for my inability to stop the humans. Forgive me for leading my fleet to their deaths._

Soon after finishing that silent prayer, a shell from one of the human cruisers impacted the _Ascendant Justice_ and punched through its failing shields. The shell heavily damaged the ship, secondary explosions followed by impacts from human missiles and plasma fire. The Assault Carrier shuddered under the repeated impacts, its armor shattering and falling away in purple chunks, the vulnerable hull underneath burning as oxygen was exposed to the fires raging on the hull. Plasma conduits ruptured, power failed throughout the ship, and its massive engines dimmed as their conduits were damaged beyond repair.

Thel heard all these reports, as his crew began to panic. He remained stoic however, standing calmly in the middle of his bridge as fires began to flare up from damaged consoles. Thel did not move, until an explosion threw him to the ground. The last thing he saw was the Major running towards him, before darkness claimed the Supreme Commander of the Fleet of Particular Justice.

* * *

><p><p>

**1442 Hours, September 16th 2552 (Military Calendar)/**

**Reach Defense Fleet, UNSC _Pillar of Autumn_**

"Assault Carrier is disabled Captain," Cortana said, "redirecting fire at a CCS-class battlecruiser."

Keyes nodded absently, letting the AI do her work. Cortana had proven to be amazingly efficient at getting the most out of the _Autumn's_ upgrades, destroying ship after ship in the Covenant fleet. As evidenced by the burning wreck that had previously been an Assault Carrier. The UNSC Fleet had stopped firing once it became apparent the ship couldn't fight back, as a prize that big was too…well…big, to give up. Turning his eyes away from the burning hulk, Keyes saw one of the Super MAC platforms get cut in two by the Supercarrier, which (as of yet) hadn't been damaged.

"We are down to twelve MAC platforms," one of the crew called out.

"Covenant Fleet formation is collapsing!" another added.

Those words were music to the ears of anyone who happened to be listening. Only twice in this Godforsaken war had the Covenant been routed. Sigma Octanus was the first, due in large part to the timely intervention of the _Odyssey_ and a healthy measure of luck. But this time, it looked like it was the UNSC alone that was winning the battle. The upgrades helped certainly, but it was UNSC ships and men dying out there and pushing the Covenant back.

And doing a damn good job of it in Keye's opinion. While there was burning UNSC ships lighting the 'sky', there were far more battered Covenant hulks. What had been three-hundred ships, was just a handful now. The only real threat now was that Supercarrier that seemed to laugh off any attempt to destroy it. And it was doing quite a bit of damage all by itself, as the burning platforms showed. Its plasma torpedoes weren't any more dangerous than the smaller ship's weaponry, but it had _seven_ of those damn sniper weapons.

And the size of that monstrosity meant that trying a hyper-jump again would probably just end up with crashing into it. So they couldn't attack it like they had attacked the Supercruiser. This left a seemingly suicidal frontal charge, as evidenced by the destruction of another UNSC Frigate, its shield doing little to impede the Supercarriers fire. It was rapidly becoming apparent that even with the upgrades taking on a Supercarrier was nearly impossible.

"It would appear that the Covenant fleet is falling back to the Supercarrier," Cortana broke into the Captain's thoughts, her small blue avatar frowning slightly.

"Indeed they are," Keyes replied, "are they retreating for real this time? Or just regrouping? That is the question here."

"I would say they are just regrouping," Cortana said, "Seems like they aren't quitting until we _make_ them quit."

"Religious zealotry at its finest," Keyes said dryly, "see if we can get a firing solution on the Supercarrier. Send any data we obtain to the rest of the fleet. A massed volley of fire just might take that monster down."

"Yes sir!"

Cortana disappeared again, dedicating her immense processing power to finding a weakness in the Supercarrier's defenses. Diagrams behind Keyes lit up with an image of the Supercarrier, bits and pieces lighting up at intervals as Cortana scanned for weaknesses, and discarded useless data. Anyone who didn't know what they were looking at would just see useless flashing lights. But there was a purpose behind the madness, and a very keen mind.

In what seemed like a lifetime to Cortana, but was only a couple minutes, the diagram stopped flashing and lit up a single red area on the Supercarrier. Focused near the bow, it was a slightly weaker area in the shield grid. And a perfect target for the fleet to fire on.

"This portion of their shield grid was damaged by Super MAC fire," the AI explained, "the sacrificial cruisers kept it from penetrating, but the force was enough to damage the generators."

Keyes nodded absently, "Send the data to the Fleet. We will concentrate fire on that spot and punch through."

"Got it," Cortana replied with a fierce grin on her face.

The data was sent through the _Autumn_'s networks, traveling faster than any human could hope to follow. When it reached its destination in the network, it was 'shot' out at the rest of the battered USNC fleet, each ships AI recognizing a priority transmission. From there, it reached the Captains and Commanders of those vessels, all of them quickly realizing what Keyes was up to. They then ordered their individual AI to prime the weapons aboard their ship and target the Supercarrier.

Dozens of target designators flared to life, the power of these devices almost blinding the sensitive sensor net on the Supercarrier. But it didn't blind the external cameras, which recorded a wall of fire, both _actual_ fire and plasma fire blasting forth from the UNSC fleet. All of these weapons were focused on that one point on the bow of the Supercarrier, hitting at almost the exact same time.

The silver shields of the Covenant warship flared brightly as they took the impacts and redirected the energy. But even the strongest shields the Covenant could produce were far from as powerful enough to take this many impacts at once. First one, then two, then a dozen MAC shells blasted through, followed by Goa'uld plasma bolts and Archer missiles. The bulbous bow of the Supercarrier was flattened by all the fire hitting it. The rest of the massive ship shuddered, before its surviving escorts moved forward to take hits for it.

Because of this, despite the grievous damage to its bow, the Supercarrier was able to restore some functionality to its shield grid. But it seemed that this ferocious barrage had finally broken the spirit of the commander of the warship. A slipspace rupture opened up in front of the ship (completely heedless of the handful of Covenant warships still _there_), and the Supercarrier lurched forth into the rupture.

With the departure of that massive warship, the Battle of Reach simmered down. At least on the space front…on the ground, the battle to save Reach was still being fought by Spartans and Marines alike…

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there was the chapter. I will say one thing that relates to the Codex though. A question has been brought up, namely that 'hot plasma hitting Covenant Shields should fry the crewship even if it doesn't penetrate'. While that is most likely true, it isn't shown that way in-universe. When we see Covenant ships fight each other (most prominently in _First Strike_ and _Ghosts of Onyx) _we don't see that effect. Lazy writers maybe, but it is the way it is in the canon, and I'm not going to throw that out the window.**

**And also related to the Codex...I'm _not_ using hard numbers. They are all over the place, and rarely match the visuals. So a lot of this is from observed effects, and extrapolation based on that. Some things are fudged a little for story purposes, but that's in the Codex.**

**In any case, I hope everyone liked this. I'm working on the next chapter, which will have the Ground Battle of Reach (which I suck at :P ) and more on the _Odyssey_ and Installation 02 front...speaking of which, I modified the end of that chapter somewhat.**

**See you all next time!**


	11. Arc 1: Battle of Reach: Conclusion

**AN: Sorry it took so long to get this up. Combination of being back at school and land battles being the bane of my existence :P**

**In all seriousness though, while I'm quite good (at least I hope I am) at space battles, ground battles have always been difficult to me. So this took a lot longer than it otherwise would have, especially considering the (relatively) short length of the chapter. That being said, this finishes off the Battle of Reach Arc, so at least there's that. In any case, on to the chapter!**

* * *

><p><strong>1300 Hours, September 16th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach, Pelican(s) carrying Spartan Blue and Red Teams**

As the space battle raged around them, a pair of Pelican dropships angled towards the equally fierce battle developing on Reach's soil. These particular Pelican's carried the UNSC's trump card, the Spartan II supersoldiers. The soldiers were prepping their weapons, as their transports soared into the atmosphere with an escort of a pair of Longsword fighters. Said fighters downed any Covenant craft that got near the Pelican's, allowing the transports to land outside the ruined battleground of the generator complex.

Storming out of the transports, the Spartan's formed a perimeter as they unloaded supplies. One of the giants, John-117, moved towards a small group of Marines that were walking haphazardly through the battleground. As he drew closer, the Marines looked up at him, shock written on their features. Behind the shock though…fear. These men were broken, the Covenant assault had ruined them.

"Report Marines," John still barked out, tactical situation overriding any concern for the other men.

A Corporal stepped forward

"Corporal James sir," the Marine said, managing a shaky salute, "the Covenant attacked in force just before you arrived. We beat them back…"

John's gold visor stared down at the Marine, telling him to continue.

"…but we're all that's left sir."

The Spartan nodded almost imperceptibly. While it hurt the situation, it wasn't entirely unexpected. After all, behind the Pelicans was a ruined field full of Covenant and Marine corpses. And if that Warthog that just brewed up was any indication, the vehicles hadn't fared much better. It looked like this would be a mission the Spartans would have to handle alone. Good thing they were up to the task.

"Fred, Kelly, take two Spartan's with you to scout out the area. Linda, set up an overwatch position. James and Will, start planting mines along the perimeter. The rest of you, come with me and salvage what we can," John barked out, the Spartan's setting to their jobs.

Fred, Kelly and two other Spartans moved forward like ghosts, splitting off as newly fitted Sodan cloaking devices activated on their wrists (MJONIR armor's inbuilt radiation defenses prevented any problems with the devices). Linda moved up to one of the intact generator buildings, the only sign she was even there a small glint off her sniper rifle's scope. For their parts, James and Will loaded up on various types of landmines, heading out into the scattered corpses, planting mines in the ground, underneath vehicles, even underneath Covenant corpses. Anywhere a mine would be effective, the Spartan's placed one.

While his fellow Spartans did their jobs, John walked around the battlefield looking for anything that could be useable in the upcoming fight. There was ammo and weapons scattered everywhere, but determining what was still useable would take more time. Gathering up some scattered Plamsa Rifles and Assault Rifles into his arms, John headed back to the base.

"Move that turret off the Warthog!" another Spartan, Anton, shouted.

Behind him, another pair of the Supersoldiers were ripping the turret mount off the back of a ruined Warthog. The weapon was still useable, so they were taking it to a new mount on the base perimeter. Another group of Spartan's were slowly carrying a Banshee to the base. To the casual observer, it looked like they were preparing for the apocalypse, with the amount of work they were doing. And, it would prove an apt description, depending on what Fred and Kelly had to report.

***HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG**

Those two Spartans (the other pair having split off in a different direction) were going to have quite the report to bring back. After moving into the dense foliage at the edge of the kill zone, they had started to come across Jackal patrols, likely doing the exact same thing they were. With their new cloaks enhancing their already impressive stealth skills, the pair had begun picking off the Jackals, making sure to not make a noise.

"Another pair of Jackals ahead," Fred whispered into his radio, silently unsheathing his combat knife.

_"I see them_" Kelly replied, a soft sound of branches breaking alerting Fred to her position.

As he moved towards the right Jackal, he saw a faint outline of Kelly's armor moving twigs as she moved towards the other alien scout. As he neared striking range of 'his' Jackal, Fred clicked his helmet mic twice. Kelly clicked her mic a single time, before lunging forward and grabbing her Jackal around the neck, the sickening sound of bones crunching and the alien squawking alerting its partner.

The other Jackal attempted to fire its plasma pistol at where it thought Kelly was. But Fred's knife slashed through its arm, making it drop the pistol, before the now bloody knife lodged into its neck. Fred twisted the knife, killing the Jackal quickly.

The two Spartan's decloaked, and moved the Jackal's bodies to a better hiding place, to keep any other scouts from discovering the corpses. After finishing that grisly task, they set out further into the forest, though it seemed like that was the last patrol in the immediate area. At least until they came upon a clearing…and saw something they had _not_ wanted to see.

"That must have crashed here…" Kelly muttered.

Fred merely nodded his head, as the two Spartan's stared out at a disabled Covenant Battlecruiser. The ship was laying on the ground with open wounds in its hull, obviously not flying again anytime soon. But it was what was coming _out_ of the ship that was bad. Thousands of Covenant troops and vehicles, exiting through the still functional landing bays.

A casual observer would assume they were abandoning ship, or something along those lines. And it was true they may _have_ been doing that. But with the Covenant, it wasn't ever that simple. Even if it was a case of them abandoning ship, these were still combat ready soldiers. And if the ship was shot down, they fully knew what the Super MAC platforms could do. So they were probably going to attack the generator once they had gathered the forces needed.

"Master Chief, this is Scout Team One," Fred radioed back, "we have discovered a crashed Covenant Battlecruiser with troops and assault vehicles being deployed. Likely in preparation for an attack on the Generators."

_"Roger that. RTB to help defend the Generators_" John's voice came back.

Fred keyed his mic once in acknowledgment of the message, and waved Kelly over. The two Spartans left an observation drone behind to keep an eye on the situation, before reactivating the cloaks and moving back to the base. Every single Spartan would be needed if they were going to take down a Covenant force of _this_ size.

***HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG*HSG**

Silence…eerie silence. After the scout teams had returned, the 'fight' had turned into a waiting game. The Marines had long since been evaced, while the Spartans had taken up defensive positions around the complex. The armor-clad giants hadn't moved so much as an inch since they had finalized the positions, waiting for the inevitable Covenant assault to arrive.

What few reports they had received from the space front said that the Covenant were on the defensive and would likely be pushed out entirely. This was good news, but it didn't change their mission any. Even if the Covenant fell back, not one of their soldiers could be allowed to stay on the planet. And if appearances were anything to go by, the Covenant knew as much. They had long-since detonated the reactors of the crashed battlecruiser, and started to move troops towards the generator. It was only a matter of tim…

_"Grunts incoming! Elites and Jackals in a staggered line behind them!" _Linda reported, watching the distance with her scope.

With that announcement, John turned up the amplification on his HUD, and saw the long line of Covenant ground forces approaching. It looked like they had sent everything they had left on Reach to take out the Generator. This was not going to be an easy fight.

"Sniper teams, target the Elite Majors and any Zealots you can spot," John ordered, "mortar team, fire HE/F shells into the Grunt formations."

A series of clicks answered the Master Chief, before the loud crack of sniper fire began to echo across the area. Several Elites dropped with gaping holes in their armor, or missing their entire head thanks to Linda. A _whoosh_ announced the first mortar shell to be fired, the projectile arcing into a large group of Grunts.

A massive fireball erupted at the point of impact, tossing Grunts into the air. Several more shells fell in quick succession, battering away at the front line of the Covenant advance. The alien force didn't slow down in the slightest however. Grunts pushed the corpses of their brothers out of the way, as Jackal's and Elites began to use their shields as a phalanx to prevent the higher ranking Elite commanders from getting sniped by the Spartans.

As if that wasn't enough, Banshee flyers began to shoot in over the Covenant forces, firing their plasma blasters and fuel rod guns. The barricades the Spartans had established melted under the fire, sending the soldiers themselves scattering for better cover. As the Banshees flew overhead and wheeled around for another pass, a pair of Spartan's forsook any cover and raised Jackhammer missile launchers to their shoulders. The Banshee's saw this and turned to fire on them, green blobs of light indicating fuel-rod fire.

Unlike their fellows however, these Spartans (Li and Grace) pressed a switch on their gauntlets, Goa'uld shields popping into life. The fuel rod fire impacted on the shields, turning the ground around the Spartan's to glass. But the shields held, and the moment the Banshees were forced to turn or crash, missiles flew out from the Spartan's launchers, blasting the Covenant flyers from the sky. Li and Grace discarded the used launchers and jumped into a nearby bunker, avoiding a hail of blue/green plasma fire from the advancing ground forces.

"Fire the chainguns."

The turrets salvaged from wrecked Warthogs got their turn to fire next. Thousands of bullets rained forth, blasting into the Covenant forces. Grunts were cut down like stalks of wheat, falling in the hundreds. Jackals and Elites fared little better, their shields holding out long enough to keep them from immediately dying, but doing little else. There was a slight waver in the Covenant lines, only the threat of being shot by their superiors keeping the Grunts advancing in the face of this murderous cross fire.

As the chainguns continued to rip into the Covenant lines, a pair of Wraith tanks were brought forward, lobbing blue pearls of plasma in a high arc at the chainguns. The Spartans manning the weapons leaped to cover, narrowly avoiding getting incinerated with the weapons. With the loss of the guns, the Covenant forces began pushing forward with a new-found vigor. Sniper fire continued to whittle their numbers, joined by Assault Rifle and DMR fire from the other Spartans in their defensive posts. The fusillade of bullets continued to take its toll, nearly half of the Covenant force either dead or wounded by this point.

But that was still several thousand Covenant against not even thirty Spartans. Long odds for the Covenant…made even worse when they hit the first of the landmines. More explosions blossomed in the Covenant line, and this time the Grunts started to run for their lives. The snipers and mortar fire were bad enough. Getting killed from something they couldn't see, hear, or smell…not even the Elites could corral the Grunts now. And of course, the breaking of the Grunts caused cascading problems throughout the Covenant forces. Elites and Jackals continued to press forward, but they had to move past the chaotic mass of terrified Grunts, sometimes having to kick, stab, or shoot one of their own 'allies' to continue on.

To add onto problems for both sides, the Grunts were soaking up the Spartan's fire. None of the bullets were hitting the equally short Jackals, and the Elites were using said Jackals for cover by this point. And the ammo supply wasn't unlimited either…the mortar had long since ran out of shells, and Linda was the only sniper still firing. Even though the Covenant wouldn't have been able to overrun the Spartans through skill, the numbers might be enough to push them back.

"Prepare to fall back!" John ordered reloading his Assault Rifle and readying an 'appropriated' Staff Weapon he had borrowed from the _Odyssey_.

The Spartans sent one more volley of fire into the Covenant line, and prepared to fall back to the Generator Complex itself. But a loud roar in the air interrupted them. A UNSC Frigate, the _Savannah_ hovered over the battleground, raining down golden plasma bolts on the Covenant forces.

_"This is the UNSC _Savannah_, good job Spartans. The Covenant Fleet has withdrawn, so we'll handle these stragglers for you,_" the Captain of the Frigate radioed in.

"Roger," John replied curtly, watching as the Frigate rained down plasmatic death on the Covenant ground forces. It wasn't long before all that was left was smoking craters from the bombardment, the battlefield going silent again apart from the _Savannah_'s engines.

Reach was finally secure.

* * *

><p><strong>Reach Orbit<strong>

* * *

><p><p>

In orbit, cleanup had begun. UNSC ships were towing their derelict counterparts into an impromptu scrapyard, along with the few intact Covenant warships. Among those ships was the still burning _Ascendant Justice_. Inside the bowels of that ship, the few surviving crew were making their way to the expansive hangar deck, one of the few undamaged portions of the once-mighty Assault Carrier. One of the crew was Major Nar 'Saranee. The red-armored Sangheili had a golden-armored member of his race slung over his shoulder, the other Sangheili still unconscious from the damage done to the command center of the _Ascendant Justice_.

He had refused help on multiple occasions, and from multiple other races. This was his burden to bear, as head of security for Supreme Commander 'Vadamee. It was a miracle straight from the Forerunner's that the Supreme Commander had survived the explosion in the command center, and Nar wasn't wasting it. Even though he was well aware that, were he lucid, 'Vadamee would be telling him to leave him behind to die with the ship. That honor demand he die with his fleet.

Unfortunately for Thel, the Major's honor demanded that he get his Commander off this ship and back to High Charity. Thus, he was carrying the unconscious Sangheili to the hangar, where there should still be a small ship docked. And as he reached the hangar, Nar wasn't disappointed. Sitting undamaged in the expansive bay, was a small light Corvette. Placed there to help land troops if needed, it would now function as an escape craft to return to High Charity.

"Move!" the Major shouted at several Kig-Yar blocking his path, "the Supreme Commander is injured!"

The avian Kig-Yar moved out of the way, squawking in their own tongue as Nar moved past them. He quickly rushed to the entrance of the Corvette, carrying Thel up the ramp and into the vessel. A group of lower-ranking Sangheili quickly moved forward, and this time he let them take the Supreme Commander. His duty was now to launch this vessel, and make sure the humans did not destroy it.

Thus, he moved to the command center of the small vessel, settling into its command chair. A group of Sangheili were already preparing the vessel for launch, proving once again that his race was ready for any situation.

"Report," the Major said in his gravelly voice.

"The _Everlasting Solitude_ is ready for launch Major," a Minor Sangheili reported.

"And the hangar doors?"

"Damaged. It will require firing on them to exit."

Nar nodded, "Very well. As soon as the last of our brothers is aboard, open fire on the hatch."

As they waited for the rest of the Covenant forces to board the small vessel, human warships latched onto the _Ascendant Justice_, sending boarding parties aboard to capture the warship. As the humans swarmed into the vessel, they found nothing but burnt corpses greeting them, no Covenant forces trying to contest the boarding.

That was highly irregular on its own, even more so when it became apparent that the ship _was_ salvageable. Heavily damaged and mostly crippled…yes. But still worth something, especially with its more or less intact weaponry. So the fact the ship appeared empty…was not a good sign. In the slightest.

This was confirmed when the warship shook as the small corvette blasted its way out of the hangar. The human warships scrambled to try and capture the ship, but it was too fast and maneuverable.

The Covenant ship flared its engines at their top speed to escape their would-be captors, leaving them in the proverbial dust. A few human ships fired upon the corvette, but it was able to avoid or take the shots. As soon as it cleared the debris field, it launched for High Charity. Even if they were all declared Heretics or shamed and stripped of their ranks for fleeing…it was too important to not take that risk. They _had_ to let the Hierarchs know of the new human weapons.

And it _had_ to be Supreme Commander Thel 'Vadamee who did it.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go...and come on, you guy's didn't <em>really<em> think I would kill Thel off did you? With that being said, I don't have much to put down here. I'll get the Forerunner and Shield entries up in the Codex tonight or tomorrow, and the next chapter hopefully shouldn't take this long (since we're moving back to the easier to write/more interesting to write SGC group. And our new friend Grieving Light and her mission to talk to the Stoic Prophets.**

**Until then!**


	12. Arc 1: Installation 04

**AN: And a delayed chapter again. This time it was my laptop messing up. It seems like fate likes to keep me from writing doesn't it? :P  
><strong>

**In any case, I have some free time to use a public computer and get this up. In this chapter, we'll jump back to the _Odyssey_ and Grieving Light. See what they have been up to and all. And here we go!  
><strong>

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours, September 13th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Soell System, USS _Odyssey_, on approach to the reported location of Halo Installation 04  
><strong>

* * *

><p>It had taken a couple more days than intended, but the <em>Odyssey<em> was finally entering the system that supposedly held Installation 04. At least according to Grieving Light anyway. None of them quite trusted the Monitor yet, which is one of the reasons they hadn't reached Soell until now. They didn't want to risk the Monitor lying to them, so they had been running the coordinates and data given by the Monitor through the Asgard core as many times as they felt it needed.

And with Sam Carter being the one doing the scans...it took quite a bit of time, as her calling card was being as sure of something as possible. But now that they were finally entering the system, the scans were picking up the same energy signatures that had surrounded Installation 02. And as the largest planet in the system, Threshold, came into view...so too did a twin of Installation 02. This would have been a good thing, as it meant the ring was still intact...but the ships surrounding it ruined that image.

"Activate the cloak!" Cam ordered, as the _Odyssey_ vanished from view.

The reason for that was readily apparent, as dozens of Covenant warships surrounded the Ring. It would seem that they had indeed managed to translate the artifact, and find their way to Installation 04. This simple fact was worrying, as if the Covenant managed to activate the Ring...bye bye all sentient life in the Milky Way. Not to mention the mysterious Flood that were supposedly being studied on this particular Ring.

"What are those ships doing anyway?"

"Landing troops," Sam answered, having moved to the bridge by this point, "lots of troops."

And she zoomed in one of the external cameras, showing a veritable swarm of Spirit and Phantom dropships angling towards Halo. There had to be thousands of them, spreading out all over the Ring like a purple cancer. And there was no way the _Odyssey _could handle all those ships _and_ take out the landing craft without breaking out nukes and possibly damaging Installation 04. So they were at a bit of an impasse.

"So. Any ideas?" Cam asked, turning to Sam and Daniel.

Daniel shook his head, but Sam looked like she had a plan of some sort.

"If we get close enough to the Halo we could beam down the Spartan team. If they can track down Guilty Spark we might be able to enlist his help against the Covenant," the blonde Colonel suggested.

"We're up for it," Carter said, having been on the bridge if Noble was needed.

Cam nodded, "Sounds like a plan. I'm heading with them."

And that was that...everyone on the ship knew Cam was tired of playing Captain and wanted to get back into the thick of things. If they weren't needed more on the _Odyssey_, Sam and Daniel would probably have joined him. As it was, only Cam was grabbing an MA5C and a Zat pistol as he joined the Spartans. As he holstered the pistol, Cam turned to the Spartans.

"Okay, this is just a recon mission. We find Spark, and that's it," the Colonel said, though a grin formed on his face, "though I won't complain if we happen to get into a firefight. Things have been getting too boring lately."

As he said that, the typical flash of an Asgard transporter enveloped the group, depositing them on the surface of the Ring as the _Odyssey_ hastily recloaked. At the moment, the small group was standing in a snowy area near a large pyramid like structure. The Spartans fanned out, while Cam and Carter looked up at the structure. The former pulled out binoculars, the latter zoomed in his HUD.

The large structure in front of them was definitely Forerunner, if Installation 02 was anything to go by. And it matched the description of the 'Control Room' that Grieving Light had given them. And as a bonus, the Covenant hadn't discovered its location yet. Though that probably wouldn't last very long, so Cam and Carter waved the rest of Noble Team forward, as they began to ascend the large structure. As they neared the entrance, Sentinels began to appear, though they kept a small distance away.

When they reached the entrance to the Control Room, Cam walked towards the hologram that contained the activation switch. However, it did nothing when he touched it. He tried again, with the same result. Letting out an annoyed sigh, he motioned Noble Six forward. The female Spartan shrugged and stuck her hand on the panel. Unlike with Cam, this time the massive door creaked open, accumulated snow toppling down on the group.

"I hate snow," Cam muttered, shaking his head clear as the group moved into the hallway.

More doors met them, blocking the path towards the Control Room. Say what you will about the Forerunners, they built this Ring securely. They weren't letting _anything_ that wasn't human or Forerunner get near the Control Room. Of course, with Six's magic touch unlocking the doors, it didn't take long for the Spartans (and Colonel) to enter the room. Floating in front of them was a massive hologram of Threshold, one of its moons, and Installation 04 itself, the last one greatly expanded in size compared to the other two.

"Geez, don't do anything small do they?" Emile whistled.

"Got that right," Cam agreed.

This time, Carter was the one to walk forward. He pulled a chip out of his helmet, and inserted it into the Forerunner system. A full-size hologram of Kalmiya appeared, looking a bit overwhelmed by the amount of data pouring through her systems. And to overwhelm an AI that served as the prototype for Cortana herself...that took some doing. It took a few minutes for Kalmiya to recover, at which point she looked down at the human group.

"I believe I have found the Monitor," she said, her voice so similar to Cortana's, "he seems to be at a Flood research facility, on the opposite side of Halo."

A sigh came from Cam, "Well that's great. We have to go to the Flood to get to the Monitor. At least its sealed up."

Kalmiya was quick to burst _that_ bubble, "Covenant forces control that facility. They likely have no idea what is inside, and will break their way in."

This time it was curses, and from more than just Cam. Bad enough that they would have to fight through Covenant to get at Spark, they might have the idiots release the Flood. And that was bad news for _everyone_. And, of course, fighting the Covenant at the Research Facility would tip them off that 'Demons' were on the Ring. And they wouldn't hesitate to send everything they had at the humans. Lose-lose situation all around.

"Sam, can you read me?" Cam asked, using her given name as saying 'Carter' with said Spartan right next to him might be a bit confusing.

_"Loud and clear. Did you find the Monitor?"_

"Yeah...at a Flood Research Facility swarming with Covenant."

_"...damn..."_

"That was the general reaction down here. Can you beam us over there? Kalmiya is transmitting the coordinates now."

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

His answer was a flash of light, fading to reveal a swampland. An eerie swampland with glowing plants to boot. Needless to say, the group found themselves preferring the bitterly cold Installation 02 to this. At least it didn't have a plant that looked like it would eat them if they got too close. And the fact it was dark and overcast didn't exactly help matters. The Spartan's turned on their helmet mounted flashlights, while Cam hit the one on his MA5.

"Swamp...why do the monsters always live in swamps?" the Colonel asked rhetorically.

Unsurprisingly, the Spartans didn't answer. Sighing, Cam lead them forward deeper into the swamp. They didn't encounter the Covenant, not until they saw a structure in front of them, opening up and extending into the ground. A pair of Jackal's were holding guard posts at the entrance, sending wary looks down the ramp behind them. Of course, that meant they weren't paying any attention when a pair of silenced pistol shots from Kat hit both in the head. As the Jackal's dropped to the ground, the human group moved past their bodies into the structure.

It was dimly lit for a Forerunner building, and the fact that the ramp lead to what appeared to be an elevator didn't help matters. It meant they would have to go even _deeper_ under ground. Sure, the place was meant to store the Flood, but this was a bit...creepy. Especially with the lack of Covenant.

"Am I the only one wondering why this place is so quiet?" Cam asked, while the Spartan's remained quiet, "jeez...you guy's are worse than Teal'c."

Still silence.

...

...

...

"Fine, ignore me."

After that, the elevator reached the lower level. This time, there was signs the Covenant had been around, namely a few supply crates stacked haphazardly around the room. Well, that and an Elite that came running in when he heard the elevator. For his troubles, Cam shot him with the Zat. The blue lightning flickered around the Elite's shield, dropping it from the overcharge and allowing Noble to gun it down. Cam looked at his Zat, shrugged, and holstered the MA5 in favor of the Goa'uld pistol.

Moving over the dead Elite, they saw a large room, with nothing crossing it. Aside from a panel, that Noble Six touched. A bridge of light formed, that Jorge (as the heaviest one there) experimentally stepped on. Finding that it held his weight, he waved the rest of the team forward. They moved across the bridge, entering another room. This time though, it had a large windowed structure in the center, with a platform all around it at the top. All the doors on their level were locked, but one of the Spartans hopped up on a 'crate' in the corner, and started to hoist people up to the platform. Once the last of them were situated, they continued on into the next area. This time, the Covenant were waiting...but it wasn't for them.

As the door opened, Carter flinched back, his shield flickering from a stray plasma bolt. Rolling forward through the door this time, he raised his rifle up expecting to find Covenant firing on him. But...he quickly discovered that that bolt hadn't been aimed at him. Grunts were running through the lower level of this room, firing their weapons wildly. Blue flashes of plasma shown through open doors, as wounded Elites began to follow their lower ranking fellows. They were running from something, and it didn't take a genius to figure out what.

As the Spartans (and Cam) took cover behind a low wall, the Colonel whispered, "Any sign of something that _isn't_ Covenant?"

Jun had raised his rifle over the side of the wall, using his helmet cam tied into the scope as an impromptu periscope, replied, "Negative. Just a lot of terrified Grunts and wounded Elites."

"The doors?"

"Sealed behind a Zealot. Nothing as of yet."

As Jun watched over the wall, and Six looked from the side, the Grunts were corralled by the least hurt Elites, while the more heavily wounded ones slumped to the ground, shaking slightly. For something to do _that_ to _Elites_...it had to be the Flood. Nothing else could explain it. It was also the only reason the Spartans weren't springing an ambush...this group of Covenant couldn't stand a chance in hell of stopping them. But they didn't want to waste ammo they might need on the Floo...wait...why was the door glowing?

"Plasma fire hitting one of the doors!" Jun reported, as the Grunts and still-standing Elites primed their weapons and aimed at it.

And they didn't do it a moment too soon, as..._things_ began to pour through the melted door. First pods that scrambled along the floor towards the wounded Elites, then...horribly mutated Elites. If Cam had been looking, he would have called them Elite Zombies. For they resembled nothing more than undead aliens, swarming forth and firing Plasma Rifles that barely fit in their mutated hands. The Covenant returned fire, but their plasma weapons seemed remarkably ineffective, and even when they managed to down one of their mutated counterparts, more rose to take its place, including the wounded Elites that had been overtaken by the pods and turned into the fighter form.

The tide of enemies swarmed over the Covenant like a flood. Which just served to confirm that this was indeed _the_ Flood. And it was every bit as terrible as the stories Grieving Light had told said it was. While they didn't particularly want to help the Covenant, the Spartans (and Cam) jumped up and started to rain fire down on the lower level. The Flood was their common enemy.

"Ha ha! Take that you zombie bastards!" Emile laughed, as he tossed a frag grenade at a group of pods.

Said pods popped like popcorn, with such force that it actually amplified the explosive effect of the grenade, tossing Grunts around like toys. Jun fired his sniper rifle, but quickly discovered that the bullets had _too much_ force. The Flood barely noticed his rifle's bullets. So he switched to a Zat much as Cam had done. The two men, Spartan and displaced Colonel, fired bolt after bolt down. And they noticed an interesting (and welcome) effect that Zat fire had on the Flood.

If the bolts hit the pods, they jumped from pod to pod, setting off a cascading explosion, destroying whole groups of the things with a single bolt. If they hit the mutated Elites...the electric current 'popped' the pod nestled in the reanimated aliens chest. It was very gruesome, if effective. For when the pod died, so too did the body it was hijacking. Noticing that, the rest of Noble directed their fire onto the fleeing Covenant. The crossfire from MA5Cs, and DMR's was too much, and the already terrified Covenant broke and fled. The Flood turned its attention to the humans, but judicious use of Zat's and grenades kept them at bay long enough to retreat into the room they had left.

After sealing the door and moving some Covenant crates to help barricade it, the group checked their ammo, even the mighty Jorge panting slightly. _That_ had been hell. If it hadn't have been for the Covenant 'helping'...they didn't want to think about it. Nor did they have time too. There was banging on the door they had just sealed, and they knew the Flood could get through.

"Come on, lets get the hell out of here!" Cam shouted, setting off and backtracking their path into the facility, as he tried to raise Sam on the radio.

_"What's going on down there? I'm reading weapons fire all over the place!"_ the other Colonel questioned, the powerful transmitter aboard _Odyssey_ more than enough to break through the Forerunner structure and the meters of earth above it.

"Flood," Cam replied simply.

_"Great. Get back to the surface as fast as you can! I can read your signatures, but I can't risk beaming you up right now."_

Cam wasn't about to argue about that, as Flood began to come out of the proverbial woodwork. It was all the group could do to keep moving and not be bogged down by the seemingly endless swarm of parasites. Only when they reached the elevator and got back to the first level did the Flood stop chasing the group. As they ran out the exit of the building, Sam tried to get back in contact.

_"C...am...I...ca...n't...re...ad...your transponder..."_

"Sam? Do you read?"

His only answer was static...and strangely cheerful humming. The source of which was a floating blue ball, the same shape as Grieving Light.

"Greetings, I am 343 Guilty Spark, Monitor of Installation 04," Guilty Spark introduced himself, "come with me Reclaimers, the Flood must be stopped."

"Now wait just one dam..." Cam began, before golden light flashed around the group...

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

**1000 Hours, September 14th 2552 (Military Calendar)/**

**San 'Shyuum Home System,Forerunner Keyship FES _Ecumene_**

While the _Odyssey_ and her crew were fighting the Flood on Installation 04, the Forerunner Keyship, _Ecumene_, had arrived at the San 'Shyuum homeworld. Aboard the ship were only three things. Swarms of Sentinels and their more rare cousins, the Jaffa Teal'c, and a copy of 007 Grieving Light. The latter two were currently on the vessels equivalent to a human bridge, buried deep in the vessel, much as a Covenant warship. Thus, they were watching on external holoprojectors, as the vessel approached a fleet of ships. Somewhat surprisingly, they _didn't_ resemble Covenant warships. Instead of a deep purple coloration, these vessels were a dark blue. They didn't resemble organic creatures or whales like the Covenant ships, if anything they resembled blocky Forerunner vessels. Or crude copies thereof.

Also unsurprisingly, they were moving forward to surround the _Ecumene_. It was what anyone would do when faced by an intruding ship, though neither Teal'c nor Grieving Light knew exactly _why_ the San 'Shyuum had reason to be leery of a Keyship in particular. After all, how could they?

"Scans of the homeworld are complete," the copy of the Monitor said, "there seems to be a large crater in the southern hemisphere. Interesting...it is cordoned off by a large wall, and the closest settlement is hundreds of kilometers away. Why could they possibly be doing that?"

"The ships on approach should have our attention 007 Grieving Light," Teal'c said dryly, having gotten used to how easy it was to distract the Monitor or her copy.

"Of course, of course," Light replied sheepishly (somehow), as messages began to come in from the San 'Shyuum warships.

_"Traitors and heretics, why have you returned? You are not welcome here!"_ a translated message came through the speakers.

That wasn't what was expected. If anything, Grieving Light (and Teal'c to a lesser extent) had expected the San 'Shyuum to _welcome_ the _Ecumene_. After all, if the Monitor's theories were correct, the Covenant (and San 'Shyuum by extension) should be worshiping the Forerunner. However misplaced it may have been.

The fact they were calling the _Ecumene_ 'traitors' and 'heretics' was interesting.

"This is the Forerunner Keyship _Ecumene_," Grieving Light replied in the San 'Shyuum language, "we are not your enemies. We come in peace."

The ships outside slowed to a halt, as their crews went into a state of shock. Granted, they still suspected some sort of trick. But they knew that the Dreadnought had been called _Mantle's Protector_ by the Forerunner. If only because the Reformists had been so eager to rub the fact they had learned the name into the face of the Stoics. While it was certainly possible they were lying about the name...there was also the chance this was a genuine ship of the Gods.

_"_Ecumene_ we require proof you are who you say you are."_

"Very well. I am connecting you to a view of our command center," Light replied, as a hologram lit up with the face of a San 'Shyuum...though it didn't look as old and decrepit as a Prophet.

_"By the Gods...an Oracle,_" the San 'Shyuum said, shock plainly written on its features.

Light tilted slightly in an admirable imitation of tilting a human head, "Oracle? I am the Monitor of Installation 02, 007 Grieving Light. And the temporary commander of the _Ecumene_."

_"Monitor? You are an Oracle. And we apologize for our hostility. We had thought you were the Reformists, returned to attack us once more."_

Right about _now_ things had taken an even bigger turn into confusion-land. It seemed that the San 'Shyuum had a civil war at some point. And, they also had a Keyship. How, Light didn't know. But the fact remained that they _did._

"If the Covenant also possess a Keyship," Teal'c began, "we must warn the UNSC."

_"Who is that with you Oracle?"_

"A Reclaimer named Teal'c," Light replied, though she knew the San 'Shyuum likely didn't understand, "or a human. No matter what you call them, they are the chosen children of the Forerunner, inheritors of our legacy."

If it was possible, the San 'Shyuum looked _very_ bitter at that news. Which made sense if they revered the Forerunners as gods. No one would want to be told they weren't the favored or chosen children of their god(s). But, admirably, the alien commander bowed his head at Teal'c.

_"While this news is not...welcome...I trust in the Oracle's words. We will escort you to our homeworld. It is the least we can do."_

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go...Light has met the Stoics, and the Flood has been released. As for why Teal'c is with our new Monitor friend and not the rest of SG-1...they didn't want to let Light('s copy) go off on her own. Thus, they sent Teal'c.<strong>

**Since I have the aforementioned laptop troubles, I can't say much more down here. See you all next time! **


	13. Arc One: Reprecussions

**AN: Seems like a month has become fairly standard for an update. Oh well, on with the chapter!**

* * *

><p><strong>1600 Hours, September 13th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Soell System, Halo Installation 04, Unknown Location**

* * *

><p>Much like the rest of Installation 04, the large Library was empty and silent. Aside from the sound of water dripping in through cracks that the Sentinels hadn't quite managed to repair, it was lifeless and empty as per-usual. The Forerunner had intended it to stay that way, sans a return from their much reduced population, or the eventual Reclamation by Humanity.<p>

Thus, when a flash of golden light deposited six Spartan Super-Soldiers and one wayward Colonel, it broke 100,000 years of silence in a heartbeat.

"n...minute..." Cam finished his sentence, before leaning over and taking in deep breaths. Forerunner 'beaming' was _way_ less effective than Asgard designs, or heck, even Goa'uld Rings. At least as far as him keeping his lunch down went.

Of course, the Spartans didn't show any discomfort. They just brought all their weapons up, aiming at a very confused blue ball. 343 Guilty Spark...Monitor of Installation 04, and the one who had brought them to this location. The Monitor tilted in the exact same manner as Grieving Light, 'blinking' as he saw the weapons aimed at him. Somewhat naïvely, he hadn't been expecting hostility from the Reclaimers. After all, he was just taking them to do their job!

"Why are you targeting me Reclaimers? I am merely trying to help contain the Flood outbreak," and he said as much.

Leaning back up (albeit shakily) Cam answered for the group, "You just took us here without any explanation eyeball."

"Eye...ball?" Spark asked confusedly.

"Nevermind," Cam sighed, "_where_ are we anyway? I didn't see this on..."

If Spark noticed how Cam had nearly given away their visit to 02, he didn't show it. He just answered the first question.

"This is the Library. Follow me Reclaimers, we must retrieve the Index and use it to activate this Ring's defensive measures."

"You mean the Weapon of Doom?"

"If by that you mean the Pulse Weapon, then yes."

Spark then ignored the group, muttering and humming under his breath. The Spartans and Cam followed, outwardly silent. But they were communicating via radio, and, needless to say, they were more than a little worried now. Light hadn't been...well...borderline insane. And there wasn't any doubt that Spark _was_. Considering the constant humming and muttering of things like 'Oh how wonderful to have Reclaimers here' or various status reports. And, equally important, they had no intention of lighting this Ring off. They would sooner nuke the thing to stop the Flood than actually _use_ it.

"So, anyone else planning on beaming the hell out of here once we've got the Index?" Cam asked.

"Count me in, can I shoot the annoying lightbulb first?" Emile replied.

"Calm down Emile," Carter chided him, "but yes, I and the rest of Noble agree Colonel. We can't let him fire this thing."

"Good. Now we just need to get the...Index..."

Which could present a bit of a problem actually. As the group followed Spark through a small passageway, they came out in a _massive_ central chamber. The 'room' arched up, slowly contracting until it reached a central point at the top. Calling even that 'small' would be a disservice though, as a Pelican dropship could probably still fly through it with little trouble. As for the level the Spartans were on...they could see the other side, but that was about it. And, upon closer inspection, they could see a small blue light at the center of the chamber. Zooming in on HUD's and binoculars, they saw a blue cross, floating in midair. That had to be the Index that Spark wanted them to retrieve. Problem being...

"How the _hell_ do you expect us to get that? We can't exactly fly over there!" Cam said, rounding on the Monitor.

Spark just began moving down the side of the chamber, forcing the Spartans and Cam to follow, "We will have to go through security checkpoints to another level Reclaimers. There we can take a lift to reach the Index. It is a security measure in case of Flood infection."

As the group hurried through the passageways, they came across a blocked door. Spark turned to them, and explained the situation. Apparently, whatever idiot designed the door, decided the Monitor had to fly off and leave them hanging while he went to disable the overrides. And, as if things couldn't get _worse_, they heard howling. Closing up into a circle formation, the group pulled up their weapons, scanning the area. The first sign of trouble was a clanging sound coming from a 'hole' in the wall, that seemed to be meant for Sentinels. Out of that hole...came a Covenant Plasma Rifle.

Emile broke ranks to recover the weapon, standing orders being what they were. As he picked up the weapon, a powerfully built Elite came smashing down on his head. But it wasn't an average Elite...it was one of the grotesque mutations. Emile threw the thing off his back, jumping to his feet and blasting its head off with his M90 Shotgun. But the monster just got right back up, and charged the Spartan. Dropping to his knees, Emile sent the mutated Elite flying over his head, before getting back with the rest of Noble, who provided cover fire while Cam readied a Zat shot. The blue lightning shot forth, hitting the Flood form in its deformed chest, popping the infection form. As the first deformed Elite dropped to the floor, a veritable swarm of the things came pouring from everywhere around the human group.

Pods, deformed Elites, a new pod carrier...oddly no Grunt or Jackal forms. But that hardly mattered when the number of things was enough that it made Covenant human-wave tactics seem mild in comparison. One after another, Noble ran out of ammo and had to switch to Zats (and in Jorge's case, a Staff Weapon) to keep the Flood at bay. Just when it seemed they might be overwhelmed, the door opened behind them, and a large group of Sentinels poured out, sending orange beams of light into the Flood ranks, burning down anything they touched. The crossfire of Goa'uld weapons and Forerunner machinery quickly wiped out the remaining Flood, allowing Noble to go through a rapidly shutting door.

As the door completely closed and locked the Flood on the other side, the human group panted and glared at the Monitor. Spark was floating above them, seemingly more _curious_ than worried.

"Interesting...I did not believe the Flood could penetrate the Library so quickly," the machine muttered, "we have to hurry Reclaimers!"

And off he went, forcing the Spartans and Cam to run to keep up. Spark had no concept of exhaustion evidently, as the only 'breaks' he gave were when he had to open doors. Something that happened depressingly often, and _always_ involved Flood attacks. If it weren't for the Flood dropping plasma weapons, the humans would have lost anything but Goa'uld weaponry a _long_ time ago.

"They. Just. Keep. Coming!" Six shouted, punctuating each word with fire from her 'borrowed' Plasma Repeater into the waves of Flood.

"What is this, _Alien_?!" Cam shouted back, zatting a fighter form right before it could grab his leg.

"What?!" this time it was Kat.

"Old movie!"

"Less talking, more shooting!"

As the Flood kept swarming the group, Carter jumped atop a small platform set to the side from a door. In his hands was a Covenant Fuel Rod Gun, taken off a fighter form. Next to him, Jorge poured down fire with a plasma turret, also taken from dead Flood. As he put the massive yellow weapon to his shoulder, Carter shouted down at the group.

"Fire in the hole!"

And fired several green blobs of energy into the surging Flood masses. The blobs burst into massive balls of green plasma, blowing Flood all over the room, and leaving scarred, but oddly not cratered, ground behind. Carter dropped the empty weapon, jumping back down to the rest of the group. It seemed that the fuel-rod fire had at least forced the Flood to regroup if nothing else, letting the humans get a breather.

"They won't quit," Jun said, pulling his sniper rifle off his shoulder to keep an eye on the hallway.

"Anyone have any grenades?" Kat asked, pulling a pair of plasmas from a disfigured Elite's belt.

"I have a couple frags," Cam replied

"None," from Carter, who Kat tossed the plasmas to.

"A frag and a plasma," Six and Jorge replied in unison.

"None, but I don't need 'em," Emile replied, picking up another discarded fuel-rod gun.

So loaded out, the group waited for Spark to return. Soon enough, the Monitor arrived, humming as always. The door began to open, as the machine floated down to the group's head level. He looked confused at the extra weaponry they were packing, but didn't comment on it. He just moved to the doorway.

"This is the last passage before the lift to the Index. The Flood have infested it however, so you have to be careful Reclaimers. Your low-level Combat Skins don't offer much protection," the Monitor said, before the door opened up and an Elite ran through it. A Zat blast took care of _him, _but it also alerted all the _other_ Flood, who started to swarm at the group again.

This time, Emile didn't save the Fuel Rod, and just fired the weapon until it overheated, at which point he tossed the weapon like an impromptu grenade. The overloaded weapon exploded, and coupled with its bolts, cleared a path through the Flood. Noble formed a spear with Cam at the center, charging forward and firing every weapon they had. Grenades flew, plasma scorched Flood flesh, Zat bolts skittered around the floor...and through it all, the battering ram that was Team Noble charged. They kept moving, not letting up for a second, lest they be overwhelmed by the Flood.

"Keep going! We're almost there!" Carter shouted, as plasma fire licked at his feet from the few Flood still holding their weapons.

"Don't need to tell me twice!" Six shouted back, tossing her last grenade.

"I love this!" Emile shouted himself, firing whatever weapon he happened to be holding at the time.

And after a final push, they finally managed to reach the lift, quickly sealing it to hold out the Flood.

"I...hate...zombies..." Cam said, panting as Six started the lift.

"Same here," Jun replied, especially as he was the only one still carrying his original UNSC-issue weapon...a Sniper was useless on Flood.

"Not to worry Reclaimers, the Index is right ahead," Spark said, floating back into view as the lift hit the final level.

Once again, Noble Six walked forward, grabbing the Index in her hand. The device was tiny, for all the power it held. Blue in color, with green and red highlights. Much like an AI, it was possible to see code running up and down the device, showing it was active despite sitting in stasis for so many thousands of years. The Index felt warm in Six's hand as she marched back over to the rest of the group.

"So that's the Index," Cam said, seeing it up close and personal now, "smaller than I expected."

"A security measure Reclaimer. It is easier to protect a small device," Spark explained, "now we must return the Index to the control room, and activate the Installation."

"Of course," Cam 'agreed'.

"Prepare yourselves Reclaimers," Spark said, as golden light once more surrounded the group...

* * *

><p><strong>2040 Hours, September 13th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach, Low-orbit**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, cleanup continued in orbit of Reach. The planet had been secured from any Covenant incursions by the arrival of reinforcements, and now it was just a matter of cleaning up the planets orbit so that debris didn't fall onto the surface. And when you had the hulks of multi-kilometer long warships sitting in orbit, that was a very important task indeed. Even if it did seem rather demeaning to Captain Keyes, having the <em>Pillar of Autumn<em> reduced to playing trash-ship. But his was one of the few unscathed ships, and was large enough to move even the largest of debris. So Keyes took the job, even if he really didn't like it.

"Covenant Destroyer, Covenant Cruiser, Covenant dropship...oooh, a Seraph," Cortana said in the background, cataloguing debris to keep herself occupied.

"I'm surprised one is still intact," Lovell said, as a pair of Pelican's vectored in to recover the fighter.

"And doesn't _that_ feel odd to say?" Hikowa commented.

"Odd, but _good_," Hall added, "very good."

Such was the sentiment shared amongst all of the survivors at Reach. They had finally managed to beat back the Covenant, entirely on their own. Certainly, they had won at Sigma Octanus...but that was a much smaller fleet, and with the _Odyssey_ helping out. This time, the UNSC had taken a Covenant force that heavily outnumbered them, and blasted it back into the stone age. Morale had gone up all over the fleet, even amongst those relegated to clean up duty. Nothing quite like cleaning up the orbit of a world they had _held_.

Thus, the small fleet moving around and corralling the grey and purple wrecks into an orbiting 'junkyard'. Said junkyard was rapidly filling up with both Covenant and UNSC hulks, thankfully more of the former than the latter. Off to the side however...a relative handful of damaged, but salvageable, Covenant ships were being towed to a dock. The largest amongst them was the Assault Carrier that had caused so much trouble after the battle had ended. Seemingly abandoned, the ship had been boarded by the few UNSC Marines still in the Fleet and not on Reach.

This had seemed to galvanize the surviving Covenant aboard however...a light Corvette had blasted its way out of the crippled ships launch bay and sped off past the shocked UNSC fleet. By the time any ships could orient to fire on it, the Corvette had opened a sllipspace window and escaped. And, being as the Assault Carrier had been the obvious Flagship before the Supercarrier had arrived...it meant that it was likely a Prophet or high-ranking Elite escaping aboard the Corvette. But, even with that minor annoyance, they still captured a (mostly) intact Assault Carrier. The amount of technology and knowledge aboard a six kilometer ship would take months...maybe even _years_ to fully understand. But it was going to be oh so worth it.

"You know Captain," Cortana said surprisingly softly, "I think we may just have a chance at winning this war now."

"Hmm," Keyes replied, turning his head to look at the AI.

"Well, we have more ships coming off the lines every day. And the ones built with the Goa'uld technology already integrated are going to be twice as effective as retrofit ships," the blue woman explained, "and if what we did here is any indication..."

At that, Cortana waved a hand out at the debris field. Words didn't need to be said on that subject...just the sight was enough.

Keyes nodded, "I happen to agree with you Cortana. I've been fighting this Godforsaken war for so long...it looked bad. Very bad. But now...now we have a chance. The Covenant are the ones running from _us_. And _we_ have the better ships."

"I wouldn't go quite _that_ far sir," the AI replied with an infectious grin, "but I get the sentiment."

"Naturally," Keyes replied, smiling slightly himself.

After that little conversation, silence came back to the bridge. The crew seemed content to relax, finally able to rest without fear of a Covenant invasion breathing down their necks. Though, it couldn't last forever. After all, Battlegroup Keyes was still, more or less, intact. They still had their mission, even if it had been pushed back a bit. In fact, Keyes was somewhat surprised, if he was being honest, that Stanforth or Whitcomb hadn't contacted him about RED FLAG yet. It was their best chance at ending the war without even more bloodshed after all.

"So beautiful," Cortana broke in again, something Keyes was slowly getting accustomed to.

"What?"

"The stars. We've used space for fighting for so long, we forget the age of exploration," the AI explained, "I may be a military AI Captain, but that doesn't mean I can't appreciate nature. Probably some remnant of Mother I suppose."

"Catherine always did have an interesting view on things," Keyes agreed, "if only the Covenant hadn't forced her to put all her time into developing the Spartan's armor."

"Oh I bet she would have done so anyway," Cortana argued with a bit of a laugh, "I do believe I know Mother better than anyone out there."

"I don't doubt it," Keyes replied with a chuckle of his own, before a crewmember brought him a message, "and it seems like she's coming for a visit."

"Really?"

"Yes. Send a message to her Pelican, have it dock in Hangar Two. I'll meet her there."

"Right away. Wonder what she needs?"

"Who knows Cortana. Catherine rarely gave reasons."

"True. Very true sir," again with that bloody grin of hers.

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

"This is Pelican Bravo 252, requesting permission to land," the pilot of Dr. Halsey's dropship sent to the _Pillar of Autumn_.

_"Pelican Bravo 252 is cleared to land, Hangar Two is open and waiting,"_ a voice eerily similar to Halsey's own replied.

_Ahh...still using Cortana. At least she hasn't taken the _Autumn_ on a joyride yet,_ Halsey thought with a small smile.

"Roger that, landing in Hangar Two now," the pilot replied, taking his bird in for a landing.

Halsey looked out the cockpit window (if she wanted to sit up there, the pilots weren't going to say no to someone of her fame) as the Pelican angled for its landing. The _Autumn_ still looked old and rusty, but she hadn't taken any damage in the battle that Halsey could see. And, glasses or no, she had very keen eyesight for this type of thing. Though she did give a bit of a disapproving noise when she saw stress marks from the use of the emergency thrusters. Cataloguing what it would need to reinforce the hull, Halsey almost (almost) didn't notice her Pelican come in for a landing. Passing through the shield, the ship turned around, and settled down.

Getting to her feet, and smoothing out her skirt, Halsey nodded at the pilot and co-pilot, "Thank you. You may head back to the surface now, I can get another Pelican here."

"Yes ma'am."

With that done, Halsey walked down the landing ramp, and saw Jacob Keyes waiting for her. Old feelings reared their ugly head, but Halsey stamped them down. She merely walked up to Keyes and shook his hand. Nothing more, nothing less. And she saw the same determination in his eyes as in hers. Both of them had acknowledged a long time ago that they had to be professional about things, and it looked like that at least still held out.

"Welcome aboard Dr., "Keyes said, not even using her first name, "good to see you."

"Good to see you too Captain," Halsey replied, showing the same formality, "I see you have been treating the _Autumn_ well."

"Naturally. And I see you have been treating yourself well."

Halsey felt a slight blush crawl up her cheeks, "Quite. Now, I'm sure you're curious as to why I'm here."

"I'll admit to that," Keyes replied, as the two moved out into the _Autumn_'s halls.

"I have been working on the data provided by the _Odyssey_, and I believe I've made a breakthrough."

"Oh?"

"Yes, I believe I have discovered a way to amplify the strength of the Goa'uld shields and weapons. Right now, they are inferior to Covenant designs. But, by studying the _Eternal Faith_ and the technology integrated into our fleet, I have figured out how to reverse that."

"Reverse it and make us more powerful than the Covenant."

"Exactly. I want to use the _Autumn_ to test these modifications."

Keyes stopped and rose an eyebrow at that. The much smaller woman by his side returned the gesture, daring him to argue with her. Keyes was way too experienced with Catherine Halsey to fall for that trick though. He _knew_ she wanted him to try and poke holes in her theory. She liked having people do so, as it 'kept her sharp'. All scientists were like that to some extent, Halsey more so than others.

"Presuming you're correct, though I have no reason to doubt you _are_," Keyes said, enjoying the look on her face, "you want to use the _Autumn_ as a testbed again? Aren't we already more experimental than most prototypes by this point?"

"An apt description, as the _Autumn_ can be seen as the prototype for all future cruisers," Halsey replied easily, "but yes. You and your crew have experience getting the most out of experimental technology. And I believe that the Goa'uld technology can be improved, and tested on _this _ship. With _this_ crew."

"Very well," Keyes replied with a sigh, "when exactly are you planning on installing all these upgrades?"

"As soon as possible. The _Autumn_ will be upgraded alongside that Assault Carrier."

And that sent Keyes' eyebrow straight into his hairline, "The Carrier? It's joining the fleet?"

Halsey nodded, "Yes. After we strip it of anything of use of course."

"I shouldn't be surprised by that, though I will welcome the support. Timetable?"

"A few months at most. Most of that time will be needed to repair that Carrier."

Keyes sighed slightly. He didn't enjoy delaying the mission anymore than it already had been. But, and this was key, he acknowledged the reasoning. Having the _Autumn_ refit even further (and, logically, other ships in the fleet too) meant they would be more prepared. It also gave the _Odyssey_ more time to scout out the Galaxy. Something that he was sure the displaced Americans would enjoy. Even if _he_ didn't see the appeal.

Regardless of his feelings on the matter though, it was decided. All he could do now was work with what he had been given. And that meant getting his ship and crew back up to full efficiency. Maybe he could get one of those new simulators installed aboard the _Autumn_ to keep their skills sharp. God knew they would need it. Especially if they attacked the Covenant homeworld, wherever it was.

"Well, anything else you have to tell me Dr. Halsey?" Keyes asked, breaking step long enough to ask the question.

"Only that it won't just be Goa'uld or Covenant technology integrated into the _Autumn," _the Doctor replied.

"Hmm?"

"I discovered an ancient...Library...of sorts on Reach. We are still examining it, but we believe that this 'Forerunner' structure could possibly contain technology we could use to improve our vessels. It is still very much in the early stages, but I am hopeful," Halsey said.

"Sounds like a good thing to me."

And wasn't that the truth...any technology helped. Any at all.

* * *

><p><strong>1030 Hours, September 14th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**San 'Shyuum Home System, Forerunner Keyship FES _Ecumene_**

* * *

><p>"I am not certain this is a good idea Grieving Light," Teal'c said, as the <em>Ecumene<em> was escorted into the atmosphere of the San 'Shyuum homeworld by a pair of their 'cruisers'.

"Why is that Reclaimer Teal'c?" Light asked, having decided that even if Teal'c wasn't a normal human he was still worthy of being called a Reclaimer. After all, the Didact was hardly a normal Forerunner.

"I do not trust the San 'Shyuum," the Jaffa replied simply, "my people were once loyal to false Gods. While the Forerunner did not encourage this behavior amongst the San 'Shyuum, it is not encouraging to me."

"I cannot blame you for that view Reclaimer. Only request that you at least give them a chance."

"I will Grieving Light. But do not expect me to trust them."

"Understood Reclaimer."

With that out of the way, the massive Keyship continued to descend to a landing zone built by the San 'Shyuum ages ago. Unlike the other Covenant races, the San 'Shyuum had known what Forerunner ships were from the beginning of their recorded history. So it was only natural they build a landing zone for a 'ship of the gods'. Such remarkable foresight came in rather handy, as it allowed the _Ecumene_ to come in for a safe landing, without any worry of crashing or toppling over from unstable ground.

The San 'Shyuum ships landed nearby, as small shuttles left the ships. For their part, Teal'c and Light were 'beamed' out by the Forerunner teleportation device. Much more convenient than hoofing it to a shuttle. Surrounded by an honor guard of Sentinels, the Jaffa and Monitor waited for the San 'Shyuum to arrive. Thankfully, they didn't have to wait long as the shuttles came down for a landing. Lowering ramps, a small group of San 'Shyuum walked out of the shuttles.

The 'Prophets' were tall and elegant looking humanoids, nothing like the stooped and ancient creatures that lead the Covenant. However, as soon as they got within a few feet of the Sentinels and Grieving Light, they bowed as far as their bodies would let them.

"Welcome to Janjur Qom, Oracle," the leader of the group said, reverence in his voice.

Light looked distinctly uncomfortable, as she floated over to the San 'Shyuum group, "Don't bow to me please. We're here as equals, as friends."

"You are an Oracle of the Forerunner," the Prophet said, not lifting his head, "we must bow to you."

Light turned back to Teal'c, obviously uncertain of how to proceed. Having some, not so slight, experience in situations like this...Teal'c was more than ready to step forward and help. Even if he did have to force himself to not start calling the Forerunner false gods.

"Grieving Light is not an 'Oracle'," the Jaffa warrior said, "she is a Monitor."

Teal'c talking managed to get the San 'Shyuum to raise his head. There was a curious mixture of respect and dislike on his face.

"So you say...Reclaimer..." the 'man' said, testing how the word sounded, "but, the Forerunner are our gods. And, this is their Oracle. Call it what you will, you won't change our minds."

"Very well," Light broke back in, resigned to a long process of 'reeducating' the San 'Shyuum, "at least talk with your head raised."

The San 'Shyuum nodded, and his group rose back up to their full height. And while they still looked with distrust at Teal'c (a look he was sharing) they had awed and reverent eyes for Light.

"Please, follow us Oracle. Our leader wants to meet you, we have much to discuss," the first San 'Shyuum said.

"Such as why you had a landing zone for a Keyship built?" Light asked curiously, "or the crater in your southern hemisphere?"

At the first question, the San 'Shyuum gave a rough approximation of a human grin, "We knew you would come some day Oracle. So we prepared for that day." But the second question...not so much, "As to the crater...that is where the Reformists took the Dreadnought. A twin of the vessel you arrived on in fact. It was our most holy monument, and they desecrated it to escape our righteous wrath."

Light and Teal'c looked at each other, before the Monitor asked the obvious question, "So these...Reformists...do possess a Keyship?"

"Keyship, is that the Forerunner name for the Dreadnought?" the San 'Shyuum asked, and at the 'nod' from Light he continued, "Yes they do. The _Mantle's_ _Protector_ is what they claimed it was called."

"_Mantle's_ _Protector_..." Light said softly, before coming to a sudden halt, "oh no...oh no, oh no, oh no..."

Teal'c and the San 'Shyuum turned around at that.

"Is there something wrong Grieving Light?"

"Did we offend you Oracle?"

Ignoring both of them, Light moved erratically from side to side, muttering under her 'breath' in an admirable imitation of Guilty Spark. Something had spooked her, that much was obvious. It took Teal'c repeating his question to get the Monitor's attention.

"The _Mantle's Protector_ was lost after the firing of the Array. We were too few in number to search for it...even with what was locked aboard," she explained, "a fragment of Mendicent Bias...the greatest traitor in Forerunner history. I _must_ speak to your leaders now!"

That last bit was directed at the San 'Shyuum, who quickly bowed once more, "Come Oracle, we will take you there as quickly as we can."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: This is the beginning of the end for Arc One. Now, I'm already <em>mostly<em> done with the second half of this chapter, I just don't like posting things above 5k or so in words. I _could_ probably post it tonight too, if there is enough demand for that. Otherwise, I'll wait a week, _then_ post it. Up to the readers ;)**

**Also...I'm aware that there is some debate on if the Prophet's homeworld was destroyed or not. It hasn't been confirmed in-universe, so I'm going with 'yet another Covenant Prophet lie'. As for how Grieving Light knows so much...that is going to be touched on in Arc 2.**

**Moving on...the structure under the ice in _Halo:Reach_ has been theorized to be a sort of Library. I'm going with that here, and expanding it from the way it was shown in the game. After all, they aren't being rushed to examine it now. Don't expect it to lead to super-Forerunner ships though.**

**If there are any more questions, feel free to ask in a review, or shoot me a PM. Just be polite about it please ;)**


	14. Arc One: Conclusion

**AN: Since several people asked for it...here is the conclusion of Arc One of A Change of Fate! (yes its a _tad_ late, but I got swamped with homework after I posted the last chapter *grumbles about that* ). Sorry...**

* * *

><p><strong>High Charity, Holy City of the Covenant,<strong>

**9th Age of Reclamation**

* * *

><p>Major Nar 'Saranee sighed ever so slightly as the <em>Everlasting Solitude<em> continued on its journey through Slipspace. The vessel may have escaped the destruction of its fleet at the hands of the humans, but that didn't mean the crew was safe. Everyone on board, from Nar himself, to the lowest Unggoy, knew that they were likely to be declared heretics or shamed upon return to High Charity. There was a bit of discontent at this, hence Nar sighing. But there was also a remarkable amount of unity in the ranks. All aboard this single Corvette viewed themselves as the last of the Fleet of Particular Justice, and so long as Thel 'Vadamee lived and commanded them, they would have a purpose in life. Thus, the remarkable level of unity with Kig-Yar and Unggoy working together to restore slightly damaged systems, while Sangheili wandered the halls keeping an eye on things.

_Together we march to our doom. How poetic_, Nar thought, with a rough approximation of a human snort.

Walking to the rear of the command center, the Major saw Thel begin to regain consciousness. The Supreme Commander shook his head, flexing his mandibles as he put a hand to his throbbing head. Raising his head groggily, Thel saw the Major approaching him.

"Where am I Major? And why am I still alive?" the Commander asked, voice even lower than normal.

"The _Everlasting Solitude. _Honor dictated that I get you off of the _Ascendant Justice_, Supreme Commander," Nar replied easily.

"And my honor dictated I die with my fleet!" Thel shot back, (shakily) getting to his feet.

Once he was at his full height, Thel turned a glare on his head of security. Nar returned the glance, staring right back at his commander. The two Sangheili stared at their counterpart, the rest of the crew stopping their tasks to see who would win this battle of wills.

"That would have done no good Commander," Nar said, not showing how it took all his willpower to talk back to his commander, "you know the humans better than anyone. And the experience you have with these new weapons was too much to leave behind."

"What good does that experience do when the Hierarchs will shame me and cast me out for not dying honorably?!"

"A lot, when our people will still listen to you. Retreat is sometimes the only option, you know that as well as I do."

Thel continued to hold Nar's glare, before finally letting out a sound of disgust and turning his head. He wasn't happy, but he acknowledged the Major's point. So far as they knew, no one had survived the battle other than themselves. Thus, they had to return to High Charity and warn the Hierarchs about the new human weapons. Even if it meant their death or shaming, it was a necessary task. However much it burned to do it...and Thel could tell that Nar wasn't any happier about running from the battle than he was.

"You are correct Major," Thel admitted, painfully, "however, did you retrieve the logs of _Ascendant Justice_ before launching? We need them if the Hierarchs will believe our tale."

Nar nodded, and then gave a Sangheili grin, "I did, and did one better Supreme Commander."

Reaching behind a console, Nar tossed a large staff at Thel. The larger Sangheili caught the staff, and examined it. It was ornately carved, made of solid metal, and seemed to be shaped like on of the reptilian creatures they had found on human worlds before glassing them. Thel turned to look at the Major once more, the red-armored Sangheili pointing at a small indention on the Staff. Pushing down on it, Thel saw the front of the staff open with a crackle of golden light.

"What is this device? And where did you get it?" the Supreme Commander asked his subordinate.

"A Kig-Yar team took it off a human boarding party before returning to the _Everlasting Solitude_," Nar answered the second question first, "and it is a weapon from what they reported. A _plasma_ weapon. The design is useless, but the firepower is immense. They reported it taking chunks out of the corridor, and their shields barely took two hits before overloading."

Thel looked at the staff with a new-found admiration. Resealing the weapon, he set it against a console, before turning back to Nar.

"So, this staff is a smaller variant of the new weapons on their warships?"

"So far as we can tell."

"Then send the Kig-Yar who retrieved it a reward. They may just have saved our lives."

Which was true enough. Recordings could be faked, though any Sangheili would sooner shoot themselves than lie to a Hierarch. However...possessing one of the new human weapons, would help their case immensely. As Nar had said, the design may be useless from a practicality standpoint, but if they could convince the more religious segments of their society to attempt to miniaturize the design, they could have a replacement for the Plasma Rifle, useful as it may be.

"We are arriving at High Charity now Supreme Commander," one of the crew called out, knocking Thel out of his thoughts.

As the black void vanished, the _Everlasting Solitude_ came to a slow halt outside the defense zone of High Charity. Hundreds of Covenant warships floated through space, escorting the massive form of the Holy City of the Covenant. One ship stuck out like a sore thumb however...a heavily damaged Supercarrier. It didn't take a genius, or the IFF, to identify it as the _Long Night of Solace. _The ship must have fled the battle after taking the damage. That could be a very _good_ thing, or a horribly _bad_ thing. On the one hand, it mitigated the fact that Thel and his crew left. On the other, the Prophet in control of the vessel may have reported a different set of events, and if so...it would be ones that made _him_ look good, and the Sangheili look bad.

"We are being hailed."

_"Identify yourself,"_ a curt Sangheili voice said.

"This is Supreme Commander Thel 'Vadamee aboard the _Everlasting Solitude," _Thel replied.

There was some noise on the other end, obviously some amount of shock at Thel surviving, _"Very well._ _Land immediately, the Hierarchs have requested a meeting."_

At that...the line was cut. Thel sighed slightly, knowing that even the Hierarchs couldn't help him now, not if the Prophet on the _Solace_ had convinced the rest of the Prophets and Sangheili council that he was at fault here. All he could do was make his report, and hope for the best.

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

"...as you can see, Supreme Commander 'Vadamee is at fault for the defeat we suffered against the humans," the Prophet of Restriction was saying, as he finished his report with the damaged hulk of the _Long Night of Solace_ projected as evidence.

Riots rose up from the Sangheili side of the Council Chamber, as white-armored Councilors protested. The Prophets stayed silent, observing more footage of the battle. Even the most vocal of the Sangheili soon stopped shouting however, as the High Prophet of Truth rose a single spindly hand. Floating forward, he fixed his eyes on the lower-ranking San 'Shyuum in front of him. Restriction flinched slightly under Truth's gaze, before the other Prophet mercifully turned to survey the rest of the chamber.

"While I am loathe to condemn a hero of the caliber of Thel 'Vadamee, the Prophet of Restriction has brought forth irrefutable evidence," Truth said, his voice amplified by the chamber, "it is quite clear that the Supreme Commanders leadership suffered, as he let the new weapons the vermin had in orbit of their world destroy his fleet. As such..."

Before Truth could finish, a messenger Unggoy came in, quailed under his gaze, and stammered out his message.

"Hei...Hierarchs, a Corvette attached to th...the Fleet of Particular Justice has...arri...ved," the poor creature said shakily, "Supreme Commander 'Vadamee is aboard."

If the shouting from the Sangheili side of the Council had been loud before, it was absolutely deafening now. They were shouting out of happiness that their war-hero was still alive, and that it was foolish to doubt him in the first place. While that was drawing the attention of his fellow Hierarchs and lower-Prophets, Truth turned from the petrified messenger, to look at Restriction. And he saw the other Prophet angrily muttering under his breath. Raising a single brow at the lower-ranked Prophet, Truth got his attention.

And he looked as terrified as the Unggoy did.

_Interesting...he must have been lying about something. I could use this to my advantage...blackmail him to my side, while still discrediting the Sangheili_...Truth mused, before turning to the messenger, "Allow Commander 'Vadamee to land, and have him and his crew sent here. We must determine how they survived."

"Yes Hierarch!" The Unggoy shouted, before scampering off.

As the two sides of the Council continued their shouting match, Truth waited patiently for the new arrivals to show up. While it would normally have taken well-near an hour for them to arrive from the docks, with the fact the _Hierarchs_ wanted to see them...it didn't take long for 'Vadamee and as much of his crew as could fit in the chamber to arrive. The golden-armored Sangheili came first, a red-armored Major walking beside him, with a handful of lower ranked Sangheili escorting the highest ranked Kig-Yar and Unggoy of the vessel bringing up the rear. It was interesting to note, however, that they all walked united. Even the normal antagonistic tendencies of the Kig-Yar towards the Unggoy weren't there...very interesting indeed.

As 'Vadamee and his Major reached the point next to Restriction, they both went to their knees and bowed deeply.

"Thank you for seeing us on such short notice Hierarchs," 'Vadamee said, "I apologize for the delay in returning to High Charity."

"Rise," Truth said, raising a hand as Thel and the rest of his crew stood up, "I am curious how you survived Supreme Commander. According to the Prophet of Restriction, only his Supercarrier survived the battle. You died _honorably_ with your fleet."

It would have taken an idiot not to notice the emphasis Truth put on honorably. Thel wasn't an idiot, and gave a small Sangheili frown. He had known Truth wasn't likely to be happy, but he to _hear it_...it wasn't easy. This was the leader of his entire society after all.

"I nearly did perish in the battle Hierarch," Thel said, "if the head of my security detail, Major Nar 'Saranee had not saved my life, I would have died on the _Ascendant Justice_. Only his intervention, and the rest of my surviving crew, allowed me to be here."

At hearing that, Truth turned his eyes on the red-armored Major. To his credit, 'Saranee didn't flinch under the gaze, though if he were a human he would be sweating.

"So, you are the one who kept the Supreme Commander alive?"

"Yes Hierarch."

_No shaking voice either. Impressive_...Truth thought, before asking his other question, "And why did you do so? Sangheili culture demands that a commander die with his fleet."

"I did so because the humans have developed new weaponry Hierarch," 'Saranee answered.

Nodding his head slightly,while inwardly losing his cool as this ruined the chances of hiding what had happened at the last human world, Truth turned back to 'Vadamee.

"And you? How effective are these weapons that the Major claims the humans have? The Prophet of Restraint only mentioned the satellites they possessed."

Truth didn't fail to notice the sharp glare 'Vadamee leveled on the Prophet, but chose to ignore it. As he waited for an explanation, one of the lower ranking Sangheili on 'Vadamee's crew walked forward. He was carrying a staff of some sort, prompting Truth to raise his brow once more. Even more so when a plate of ship armor was brought forth by another member of the crew. 'Vadamee looked up at the platform, and Truth realized he was asking for permission to do something. Giving a small nod, Truth watched as 'Vadamee pressed a button on the staff. The front end split open with a burst of gold light. But what was more impressive...with a small tap of another button, a gold burst of _plasma_ shot out of the staff, creating a crater in the plate that a Plasma Rifle would take repeated fire to manage.

Even Truth himself was somewhat slack-jawed at that. Granted, he had known the humans possessed plasma weapons...the ill-fated attempt to capture the Marker Crystal had brought that up. But to miniaturize them...even if it was a horribly designed weapon, it still had a lot of firepower behind it. It also destroyed any chance he had of hiding the humans new-found technological prowess.

"Plasma weaponry..."

"How did the humans develop it?"

"It is nothing like our own weapons..."

Murmurs went through the Council, on both sides. Raising a hand, Truth got attention back on 'Vadamee, who had handed the staff weapon off to the Sangheili who had brought it forward while a pair of Honor Guards removed the damaged armor plate.

"So the humans have made infantry plasma weaponry," Truth 'mused', "so long as their vessels don't possess it, they can do nothing to stop our glorious crusade, temporary as this setback may be."

Maddeningly though, 'Vadamee shook his head, "If only that were the case Hierarch. The human vessels possess similar weaponry."

And with that, the view of the _Long Night of Solace_ changed to a video taken from the _Ascendant Justice. _A video showing human vessels with golden shields taking Plasma Torpedo hits and continuing to fire. And the weapons they fired...golden bolts of plasma similar to the staff. While they appeared weaker than Covenant weaponry, the very fact humans _had_ plasma weaponry spoke volumes.

Heading off the Council before they could get up to their normal argumentative-selves, Truth spoke up, "This does go a way towards explaining how you lost your fleet, Supreme Commander. However, that does not change the fact you lost to the humans. I move that Thel 'Vadamee be stripped of his rank."

"We agree," both Mercy and Regret said, speaking for the first time since 'Vadamee had arrived.

A chorus of approval came from the rest of the Council. Thel bowed his head, accepting that it could have been a lot worse for him. Of course...he who tempts fate...

"However, he has still proven an effective Commander," Truth continued, "with this in mind, I am appointing Thel 'Vadamee as Arbiter of the Covenant. The crew of the _Everlasting Solitude_ are similarly stripped of their rank. That vessel, and its crew, are now your own Arbiter. Use them as you will, to regain the honor you lost with your fleet."

Shocked silence entered the chamber, all the Council, the Prophet of Restriction, and both the other Hierarchs unable to form words. But none were so shocked as the new Arbiter, who hadn't even been given the chance to accept or refuse the offer. For Truth to make such a unilateral decision to appoint him..._and the last survivors of his fleet_...to suicide status, meant that he wanted to get rid of them. And Thel realized that, even as he realized this was the only way to restore his honor.

So he rose to his feet, looked the Prophet of Truth in the eye, and nodded his head, "I accept your gracious offer Hierarch. What would you have your Arbiter do?"

Truth grinned fiercely, "For now, watch as the Sangheili redeem themselves for their failures in recent days. For even now, we approach a Ring of the Gods!"

"WHAT?!"

Practically every voice in the Council said that one simple word. While Truth, Regret, and Mercy had known of Halo, the rest of the Council had been kept in the dark. With good reason, as they didn't want riots or anything similar.

"Yes, I did not misspeak. The Sangheili of the 2nd Fleet of Retribution discovered Halo. They have been securing it while High Charity has approached. We should be arriving now."

And indeed they did...arrive to a field of debris, the barely recognizable ruins of Halo.

* * *

><p><strong>1700 Hours, September 13th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Soell System, Halo Installation 04, Unknown Location, 30 minutes before the arrival of High Charity**

* * *

><p>As the small human group felt the golden light fade from view, they saw themselves once more in the Control Room of Halo. Spark and a small group of Sentinels were floating around them, waiting for the Reclaimers to recover from the discomfort of teleportation. Which took a bit longer than last time, due to their exhaustion from the run through the Library. Once they <em>had<em> recovered though, Spark floated up to Six, the one still holding the Index.

"Come Reclaimer, we must place the Index in its position to activate the Ring. We cannot risk the Flood leaving this Ring," the Monitor said eagerly, moving to 'lead' Six to the center of the Control Room.

For her part, the normally fairly quiet Spartan was sending rapid fire messages to the rest of her team.

_"Is Kalmiya ready?"_ she asked

_"Should be,__"_ Kat replied, no outward sign of communication, _"she has had time to infiltrate the systems. If we have any way of stopping this Ring, its her."_

_"Still more risky than I like,_"Jorge said sourly, _"I don't like playing God with the entire Galaxy."_

_"No choice big guy," _Carter said, setting a hand on Jorge's bicep, _"We have to stop this Ring, and there isn't another option."_

_"Oh just get on with it already! Enough with the sentimental crap. Ugh!"_ unsurprisingly ,that was from Emile who wasn't even _trying_ to hide his impatience.

For his part, Cam let out an annoyed sigh. Sure, having the helmets and radios meant the Monitor had no clue what was going on, but it also meant _he_ didn't. And he didn't like that, not one bit. It was like working with Replicators or something.

Ignoring Cam, Six walked forward and, taking a deep breath, inserted the Index. The Control Room started to shake slightly, as long disused generators roared to life over the Ring, powering up and preparing to fire the life-ending weapon. But, just as suddenly as it started...it stopped. Silence came back to the Control Room, as Spark started to freak out, floating back and forth across the area.

"What is happening?! This ring has had one-trillion successful test firings, it should not be malfunctioning!" the Monitor shouted, his eye disturbingly flashing red on occasion.

"Looking for this?" a female voice said, as a massive hologram of Kalymia came to life (Cam's idea).

If it were possible, Spark would have had a stroke. As a machine however, he settled for pure _anger_. Something he had never felt before, but he was channeling perfectly now.

"A construct? A construct IN THE CORE?!" the Monitor shouted, "Unacceptable, absolutely unacceptable!"

"Oh shut up," Kalymia said, absolutely uncharacteristically (this time Emile's idea, though Kalymia couldn't bring herself to his level), snapping her fingers and sending Spark to the ground.

"I think I'm in love!" Emile shouted, laughing as Spark floated back up.

"Remove this construct at once Reclaimer!" the Monitor shouted, rounding on Six, "the Ring must be fired, and the Index must be preserved!"

"You mean this thing?" at that, Spark turned to see Kalymia holding the Index in her hand...before absorbing it into her data-matrix, "sorry, you aren't lighting this Ring off."

"WHAT?!" Spark shouted, all higher thought fleeing from his mind.

"You heard the lady, we aren't firing the Ring," Cam said, stepping forward.

Sparks anger faded somewhat, replaced by confusion as he looked between the Reclaimers and Kalymia. He wasn't sure what was going on, or what to do. All his protocols said, quite clearly, that if the Flood were released to find a Reclaimer to activate the Ring. And, nothing said they would refuse to. It was _unbelievable_. They had just fought the Flood, they clearly knew the threat. Why...why were they refusing?!

"Reclaimer, I have to ask you to activate the Ring _now. _You have fought the Flood. You know what could happen if they escape, and they _will_ if we don't activate the Installation!"

"Nope, not happening. I'm not committing genocide on the Galaxy," Cam replied casually, "they are limited here. Why would we need to activate _every Halo in the Galaxy_ to stop them? The Installations are linked after all, correct?"

"Correct...but what if Flood have compromised the other Rings too?"

"They haven't, at least not 02 anyway."

Spark's thoughts ground to a halt there. Before they caught up again, and he turned on Cam.

"You KNEW ABOUT THE INSTALLATION?!"

"No need to yell eyeball," Cam said, rubbing his ears.

"You've been to Installation 02...you've met 007 Grieving Light then," Spark said more calmly, "I'm sure she's told you how important it is to stop the Flood. So _help me_."

"Nope."

If Spark were human (or still human in any case) he would be pulling out his hair in frustration. His program was running hotter by the second, as he tried to rationalize the stubbornness coming from the Reclaimers.

"If you won't activate the Installation, _how will you stop the Flood_? Well?"

"Blow it up," Emile replied, at which everyone turned to look at him, "what? Any Flood that don't die that way, will die when what's left of the thing crashes into that big-ass planet outside."

"Blow it up...destroy my Installation?" Spark muttered, eye flashing red and blue.

"Great idea Emile!" Six congratulated him, "for once I find myself in complete agreement with you."

"I don't like the idea, but its blow it up or let the Flood leave..." Jorge said softly.

"Yeah, but how are we going to...look out!" Kat shouted, pushing Cam to the side...right as a beam of red light shot from Sparks now fully red eye.

Cam fell to the ground, Kat landing on top of him. He tried to get her to move...but then the smell of burnt flesh hit his nostrils. With a feeling of dread, he removed her helmet and saw lifeless eyes staring back at him. And when he looked down...a burnt crater was now carved into Kat's body, Spark's beam having gone straight through her shields and armor.

"What the hell?!" the other Spartans all shouted, weapons trained on the now red-Spark, and his Sentinels.

"Destroy my Installation? No, I don't care if you are Reclaimers, I wouldn't care if you were Forerunner...this Ring, _**is**_ **mine.**"

With that, the Sentinels opened fire on the group, while Spark hung back, no longer cheerful and blue. Thankfully for Noble, they had the Goa'uld shields, which they promptly brought up while Cam grabbed Kalymia. Taking cover behind Jorge, he dragged over Kat's body and commed the _Odyssey_.

"Sam? Sam?! Please tell me you read me!"

_"What is going on down there?!"_ Sam's beautiful voice came through, _"I'm reading weapons fire, and Kat's transponder is out!"_

"She's dead," Cam replied shortly, "the Monitor and his Sentinels took offence to the idea of blowing up the Ring to stop the Flood. We need an emergency beam out _now_!"

_"Got it!"_

And with a musical chime, white Asgard beams sent the human group back into space. Spark floated to where they used to be, curious about the technology, but still righteously angered with them. He may have faded back to blue with them gone, but that didn't change much. Turning to one of his Sentinels, Spark barked out a question.

"Where are they?"

_"No data. Cloaking device probable."_ the machine replied 'in Spark's head' so to speak.

Spark growled, turning back to the Control Room's terminal. Floating up to the device, he activated Halo's defenses. Weapons sprang to life over the Ring, trained at space. The Covenant vessels floating in orbit started to scatter, even as a Frigate was destroyed to make a point.

_Back the Hell away from my Ring!_

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

Meanwhile, the _Odyssey_ stayed under its Cloak, the crew watching as any Covenant ship that tried to get within communication range got blown up for its trouble. The ground team must have _really_ pissed off Spark. Speaking of which...

"Cam, are you okay?!" Daniel asked, running up to his friend.

The Colonel walked in, uniform burnt and bruises covering his body. He had taken some glancing hits while grabbing Kalmiya, but...at least he was alive. That was more than could be said for Kat, who Noble was currently sitting with, mourning their loss. Sam got up from the Captains chair, letting Cam wearily sit back down. He sighed, and put his head in his hands.

"I'm fine Jackson. That Monitor though...I'm glad we met Light first. He is _insane_. I didn't even know they had weapons, but it tore through Kat's shield like it wasn't even there," the Colonel said, the sight etched into his memory, "we have to destroy the Ring now. He'll figure out how to fire it without the Index, and then we're _all_ screwed."

Sam walked forward, "Is destroying it the only way?"

Cam nodded, "Destroy it, let the Flood escape, or let Spark commit galactic scale-genocide...take your pick. I'd like to think Light could stop her Halo from lighting off, but we can't be sure."

"How are we going to destroy it though? It's not exactly small you know," Daniel asked.

"Centrifugal force," Sam replied thoughtfully, "the Ring has to rotate at least somewhat to maintain that environment. If you punch a big enough hole in it..."

"The rotation will tear it apart," Daniel replied, "very devious Sam."

Cam watched them talk, thinking back to something currently sitting in a cargo bay, gathering dust. The orders had been to not use it unless they came across a major Covenant base...but he thought this took greater precedence. He just didn't particularly like the idea of being the first man to use _two universes_ biggest nuke. Not much real choice in the matter though.

"Actually, I have a better idea," he said, tapping some instructions in his command station.

"What?"

"The NOVA."

Both Sam _and_ Daniel gaped at him, joined by the UNSC crew. That thing was already at planet-cracking levels, even before they stuck Naquadah on it. God only knew what it could do now...there may be no kill like overkill, but this was a bit ridiculous. And Sam said as much.

"You can't be serious...we don't need _that_ much firepower to punch a hole in Halo!"

"We ain't punching a hole in it," Cam shot back, "the Flood could still survive. No...we need to vaporize the thing. And take Spark with it."

And _now_ they realized what Cam was thinking. Both pragmatically, and from a revenge for Kat view, Spark couldn't be allowed to survive. And it was certainly possible he could escape the Ring if they just let it tear itself apart. Thus, potentially planet-obliterating firepower.

_"NOVA is ready sir," _a voice said over the radio.

"Send it out then."

A brief flash of light revealed the _Odyssey_ as it dropped its cloak to beam the NOVA. Weapons fire from Installation 04 zoned in on the small ship quite quickly, but as the cloak came back up, it just passed clean through the phase-shifted ship. The distraction, however, meant that Spark and his lackeys, nor the Covenant, saw the brief flash of white light over Installation 04. Sitting there, was the massive (by nuke standards) form of the prototype NOVA bomb. As the countdown on the device neared zero, no one quite knew what would happen...then it hit zero.

A flash of white light came into being, overloading the sensitive sensors on every Covenant ship in the vicinity. Shipmasters shouted orders, crews ran to their stations to try and identify what had happened...before being vaporized as the ball of energy slashed through space. Covenant Cruisers _popped_ like balloons, their shields providing no protection against the raw force assaulting them. Those closer to the epicenter simply ceased to exist, as energy sufficient to crack a planet in two spread out from its original detonation point.

As for Installation 04, Alpha Halo? The raw destructive power of the NOVA _vaporized_ the half of the Ring nearest to the detonation point. Trillions of tons of metal, earth, and plant life, ceased to exist in a matter of milliseconds. The parts that weren't vaporized were flash-burned, oceans and continents evaporating and melting under the intense heat and destructive force of the NOVA. Structures that had stood for 100,000 years, were obliterated in seconds. Sentinels were disabled by the EMP, before shattering as they were tossed around the surface like toys.

As the energy wave continued to spread its destructive energy, parts of Installation 04 spun off into space, centrifugal force and the NOVA's power sending them spinning into the distance. The few Flood that survived the initial damage were killed by the radiation and fires, no piece of the Ring left untouched. Even Threshold herself began to show effects, clouds being blown aside, a massive hole forming in its atmosphere, at least the size of Earth.

As the power of the NOVA finally began to fizzle out, the crew aboard the _Odyssey_ could barely believe their eyes.

"What have we unleashed..." Daniel muttered, eyes wide.

"Nothing...nothing could have prepared me for how powerful that is," Sam said, awe creeping into her tone...and this was the woman who had blown up a star with nothing but a Stargate.

"Is the Ring completely destroyed?" Cam asked the slack-jawed sensor operator.

"Huh," the woman said, before quickly looking at her station, "a few small fragments are left. One is heading for a moon, the rest look like they will be pulled into Threshold."

Cam nodded, "Good...get us out of here."

And with that...the USS _Odyssey_ left the destruction behind, hopefully forever.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: R.I.P. Kat.<strong>

**Sadly, war is Hell. People will die. **

**And thus ends Arc One. Arc Two will begin soon, and _roughly_ cover the events of H2 and H3. Roughly, as the butterfly effect is in full force. Before that though, we'll have a brief interlude chapter. See you all then!**

**EDIT: And I removed Spark. **


	15. Temporary AN

**AN: While I hate doing notes like this (and am removing this one once it circulates)...I have to do it.**

**Since several people are getting annoyed enough to want to ditch the story over Spark, I removed him. It makes me have to rewrite some bits of the story, but better _that_ than losing reviewers. Also, I am not joking when I say that Kat (in particular) dying was a completely random thing. Literally, a roll of the dice scenario, and at various points in the writing process, it was Jun, Emile, or Jorge who took the beam. In the end, it ended up being Kat both by dice, and the fact that she's the fastest and smallest one there. If you're trying to knock the only non-Spartan out of the way, you don't want Jorge who would kill him, Jun who (as a sniper) isn't as light on his feet...and Emile? Not exactly the 'take the bullet' type. I hope that explains things.**

**EDIT: Seems to be 50/50 split on Spark...so I put a poll in my profile. I'm at the point where I'm just going to let the readers decide, I can go either way.**


	16. Interlude One

**AN: Thank you for the support everyone. I know it was weak-willed of me to give in on Spark...and I acknowledge that. Because of that I'm going to make sure I leave up the 'temporary' AN...some of the reviews in there are going to be helpful in the future, to avoid this situation again. That being said, the poll is very heavily tilted towards 'don't care' and 'leave him dead'. So I'll leave Spark out, as I can acknowledge the points about the NOVA leaving little room for survival. That's my own bad, and I'll own up to it.**

**But enough about that. This chapter is (as the title says) an interlude between the Arcs. Here we'll focus on the homefront, and how Reach and the upgrades are affecting things. We'll also catch up with Landry and Vala (what can I say, they haven't been serving any purpose in the more recent chapters, so they weren't included). Here we go!**

* * *

><p><strong>1400 Hours, September 15th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Sol System, Earth, Cairo Station**

* * *

><p>Cairo Station, at first glance, was just one of the many other Super-MAC stations currently being constructed in orbit of Earth. The three-hundred stations were nearing completion, construction having been pushed back slightly to integrate upgrades coming from the <em>Odyssey<em>. Namely, the highly important shield systems. None of that mattered at the moment however, as a man dressed in a UNSC Admiral's uniform moved through the nearly-complete hallways. And it was this man that made Cairo more than it appeared...this station was the 'Command' station in Earth's defense network. And right now, it was using its extra communications equipment to make an important announcement...thus, Lord Terrance Hood walking towards the command center.

"Welcome aboard Admiral," the Commander of the station said, snapping off a salute.

"Good to be aboard Commander," Hood replied, returning the salute, "I see she's nearly complete."

The other man nodded, "Only a few conduits need installed to finish drawing power from the backup naquadah reactors sir. She won't be as fast, but we don't need to worry about the generators on the surface now, if they get taken out."

Hood nodded back, "Good to know. Are we ready?"

"Straight to the point as usual sir," the Commander said with a small chuckle, "but yes, we are ready when you are sir."

Hood nodded, and stepped forward. There was a man standing in front of him with a camera, tied into the powerful systems of Cairo Station. And from there, to every major news station on Earth. Who had ties to all the remaining Colonies. Needless to say, any normal person would be terrified at the idea that _billions_ of people were watching his next move.

Hood wasn't a normal man.

"Greetings my fellow citizens of the UEG," Hood began, "I am talking to you from orbit of Earth, and with news on the war with the Covenant."

Everyone on Earth and her far-flung colonies looked up, either in their homes or walking across streets. This announcement was so important, that the UNSC had routed it everywhere they could. Of course, most of those who looked up, promptly looked right back down. News from the war was never good. They had continually lost to the Covenant ever since Admiral Cole had vanished. Very, _very_ little good news had come since Harvest was retaken. So, naturally, they didn't expect this to be any different.

Oh how wrong they were...

"I know what you are all expecting," Hood continued, "news that we have lost another colony, or that a fleet has been destroyed trying to defend one of our fellow worlds."

Nods came from everyone watching. _That_ was exactly what they were expecting. But they brought their attention back to the various screens they may have been watching, when Hood started talking again.

"However, that is not why I have made this announcement. We have defeated the Covenant in orbit of Sigma Octanus IV, and Reach herself. We still hold both of those worlds, and more ships are arriving to reinforce them daily. We have pushed the Covenant out of our systems, and destroyed hundreds of their ships."

And where Hood's face had been, was now footage of the Battle of Reach. Propagandists had gone over it to edit out things like the sniping-Supercruiser, but they certainly didn't edit other things. Such as Covenant ships popping like fireworks when S-MAC shells went through them. Or the _Pillar of Autumn_ destroying the Supercruiser. Or the death of the _Ascendant Justice_.

And, perhaps most importantly...the damage to the _Long Night of Solace_ and how it was in such a hurry to leave that the ship plowed over the few remaining escorts in its rush to open a Slipspace portal. Silence reigned everywhere in Earth's remaining territory, as her people let the footage and announcement run through their systems. Shock and awe quickly rose to replace sadness and defeatism. While they knew that the UNSC may _fake_ footage as a morale booster, to fake something of this level would be more than even they were willing to do.

Thus, as the shock began to wear off, shouts of pure unadulterated _joy_ began to rise up. All throughout the UNSC territory, people shouted and cried, tears of joy streaming down their faces as they hugged the nearest person, or leapt into the air. Flags began to be brought out, flapping from windows and cars. The scene would remind the more history conscious of the end of either World War of the 20th Century. And really, who could blame the citizens? This was easily the best news to _ever _come out of the war. And it was proving to be quite the morale booster.

Every world, every country, every city...everywhere in UNSC space, crowds gathered to cheer this news. Recruitment offices, which had been empty for so long as volunteers dried up and conscription set in, were suddenly overloaded with eager people. Seeing the Covenant beat back, had reignited the want to join up in the war-effort. And those who didn't set out for recruitment, began throwing parties. Supplies were pulled out of storage, messages were sent, people celebrated.

But that had to wait, as Hood wasn't _quite_ finished with his speech yet.

"I know we have asked much of you all. This war has pushed us all beyond what we believed our limits were. We have fought and bled for decades now, losing ground every time we fought the Covenant," Hood said, allowing a small amount of bitterness past his normal façade, "but now, we have the advantage. The Covenant have lost one of the largest fleets we have ever seen them field. We have pushed them back from our planets, our people have defeated their armada. Now, it is _our _turn to take the fight to _them._ We need your help, to construct new ships and man them. With the help of all our people, humanity can push the Covenant back to their holes, and bring this war to an end."

Cheers once again rang out over UNSC territory. Wild cheers, as people let out all the anger and bitterness they had felt in one massive shout of happiness. They knew the war would still be hard, and there was much to do to win. But now, they had a shimmer of hope. The Covenant _could_ be beat. And the UNSC could do it! Sure, it would be a long and hard road. But, that light at the end of the tunnel would be worth it. Revenge, and bringing the war to Covenant worlds. Covenant people. Covenant defeat.

"I won't lie to you all, this will be a long journey. There will still be a lot of hardship," Hood continued, "but we can win this war, if everyone bands together. The factories, shipyards, and military need volunteers. We have still suffered losses in stopping the Covenant, and need to replenish them. Volunteers will help replace these losses."

"We'll help! We'll drive those Covenant bastards back to their holes!" came from the mouths of the more patriotic types.

Naturally, Hood couldn't _hear_ this, but he did get reports as he made his speech. And a small smile formed on his lips, before he finished his speech.

"Please, report to your local recruitment stations and manufacturing areas. That is all."

And with that, the UNSC logo replaced Hood's face, before the various stations went back to whatever they had been previously doing. And the crowds slowly dispersed themselves. And, just as Hood (and by extension, the UNSC leadership) had been hoping, a lot of them went to recruitment stations and their local shipyards. Morale had shot through the stratosphere, and that meant that the common human on the streets was _far_ more willing to fight now. The UNSC had been beat into the ground for so long, losing so many people and planets that most of the population had resigned themselves to their fate. Now?

Well...now they had the hope they had lost with Cole. Now, the UNSC's citizens were ready to fight. They were ready to push the Covenant into the ground, and retake their lost colonies. All that lost hope, while not _completely _restored, had been revived. Nothing boosted morale like victories over a more advanced or powerful foe. And destroying hundreds of Covenant ships, well now, that was the type of victory that they had so desperately needed.

And it was this knowledge, that Hood took with him as he left the area. He had to return to the ship currently being constructed out in the Oort Cloud...ONI's pet project, UNSC _Infinity_...

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours, September 15th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Sol System, Oort Cloud, Classified ONI shipyard, UNSC _Infinity_**

* * *

><p>"Quite the rousing speech isn't it?" a glowing orange AI remarked, from the somewhat bare bridge of the <em>Infinity<em>.

"I've heard better Aine," a man replied, "but it gets the job done. Maybe we can funnel some more funding out of the new wave of Mark-II _Halcyons_."

"One could hope sir," the AI, Aine, replied.

The two, AI and human, were standing on the bridge of _Infinity_, looking out the viewport at the various construction drones speeding around and welding hull-plates to the incomplete vessel. _Infinity_ was easily the largest single ship ever built by the UNSC, and having to do it entirely out of black-project funds meant that it was taking quite some time to get supplies out to the remote shipyard. Thus, the fact that the (potentially) mightiest human warship, was mostly empty hull and in some parts, just the frame. Things had started to pick up again lately, with the victory over Sigma Octanus, but then Reach had diverted supplies once more.

But...with the victories there, and the resulting morale boost from Hood's speech, it was possible that more funds could be diverted to the _Infinity_ project. Not to mention, that the recently captured _Eternal Faith_ and _Ascendant Justice _were supplying a motherload of Covenant tech to be retrofitted into the ship. And, perhaps more importantly...the addition of Goa'uld technology. This technology had supercharged the construction somewhat, as new technology was being added daily.

And it was why another man was walking onto the bridge. The AI and her companion turned to welcome him aboard, sending (at least the man anyway) salutes. The new man returned the salute, his old United States Air Force uniform sticking out like a sore thumb on the advanced warship.

"Welcome aboard _Infinity_, General Landry," the first man said.

"Thank you Captain Amagi," Landry replied, returning the salute of the current commander of the ship.

Amagi nodded, turning back to one of the few complete parts of the bridge...a holo-panel, showing the status of the ship. _Infinity_ was structurally complete, and the hologram showed that. But, it also showed the various parts of the ship lacking any hull or armor, highlighted in red as construction drones welded the plates on. And the weapons ports taking form on the complete portions of hull, specifically the newly integrated plasma cannons.

"I have to say General, your people really gave us a boost here," the Captain said, smiling slightly as he watched Aine zoom in on a Goa'uld plasma cannon being fitted to its circular position.

"Least we could do," Landry replied, "'you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours'."

Amagi laughed a bit at that, "Very apt description right there. We're keeping you supplied, and you're giving us advanced technology. Even trade I would say."

"Even maybe, but I want that Colonel Carter here," Aine spoke up, "we need an expert on the Goa'uld technology to truly implement it."

Landry laughed this time, "Don't I know it. But, I'm all you're getting. Colonel Carter is needed on the _Odyssey_...wherever they ran off to."

"Not worried about your missing troops?" Amagi asked.

"Nah," Landry replied easily, "SG-1 is always up to _something_. I've learned to accept that."

As they were talking, a report came in from one of the construction crews. Aine took it, and smiled slightly. She didn't relay it to the two men right away, choosing to look over it very thoroughly first. The crew reported that they had finished installing the ships shield system, and testing it. The initial report was..._very promising_. The shield was primarily Goa'uld in design, with some UNSC upgrades supplied by the AI Cortana. The design had been modified to more readily take power from UNSC generators, and with the uniquely alternate-universe feature of more power meaning more powerful shields...it was more powerful than anyone had dreamed of.

The calculations running through the resident AI's neural net were...very, _very _promising. If she was correct, and why wouldn't she be, these shields could take firepower that would crack through a Covenant Assault Carrier. _Infinity's_ generators were just that powerful, and that meant very good things for the project. This ship was meant to be a technology demonstrator after all. And if the very first test of shields on it were that strong, all indications meant it would be even more powerful when final testing was complete. And with the technology upgraded to filter into the regular UNSC ranks...

"Aine, what's up?" Amagi broke into the AI's musing.

"I received a report from the shield teams," Aine reported dutifully, "initial estimates are stronger than an Assault Carrier."

Landry and Amagi whistled.

"I knew that more power meant more powerful shields," Landry said, "but I didn't expect that much. There's a reason I'm not a scientist."

"Tell me about it," Amagi added.

The two men were understandably surprised. For different reasons though. Amagi hadn't expected such rapid progress, while Landry knew from Sam's explanation that a Ha'tak shouldn't be able to stand up to a cruiser, leave alone an Assault Carrier...the rate the UNSC was upgrading the technology was amazingly fast. So fast, that if they gave them Asgard tech, he wasn't sure if the _Odyssey_ would be the most advanced ship for long.

"I wonder what that means for the weapons though," the General mused, "I'm not sure I really want to know."

Aine looked like a kid in a candy store though, "Initial estimates with the Plasma Cannons say that we might be able to go toe-to-toe with an Assault Carrier and win..._alone_."

"And there's the answer," Landry said with a rueful shake of his head, "you work fast, I'll give you that."

"That's Aine for you," Amagi grinned, "all AI are fast, but we spared no expense with her. Though she does get distracted easily...all smart AI do I suppose."

And that was proven true, as Aine was distracted by another upgrade coming online. The hyperdrive to be specific...no idiot was trying to use the thing (and tear _Infinity_ apart) but they were running simulations. And again, the powerful UNSC generators were showing marked improvements over the Goa'uld standard. The simulations said that _Infinity _could probably outpace anything short of an Asgard vessel, or one with that race's tech like the _Daedalus_-class. The _Infinity, _hope for UNSC humanity, was proving itself quite capable in the simulations. The shields, weapons, hyperdrive...all that was missing was actually _completing_ the ship.

Well, that and a better security detail...

"Hey, I know where the bridge is!" a female voice rang out.

Landry sighed heavily, "What did she do now?"

"She?" Amagi asked.

"Vala Mal Doran, at your service!" the black-haired woman said, stumbling onto the bridge in front of a sour-faced Marine.

The woman had been snooping around the ship, after coming aboard with Landry. And that had taken a lot of convincing to get ONI to allow, that was for sure. So he really _shouldn't_ have been surprised the first thing she did was go poking around where she shouldn't have.

"What did you do this time?" he asked calmly.

"Nothing!" Vala protested, "all I did was try to help with the hyperdrive! The 'scientists' here don't have any idea how to build or use a Goa'uld hyperdrive!"

Landry sighed and rubbed his face, while Amagi looked curious.

"You know how to work a hyperdrive, Ms...Mal Doran?"

"Of course! I was a Goa'uld host for something like fifty years, I picked up a lot!" Vala said, even as she winced slightly at the memory.

"Host?"

"Oh...you didn't know? Whoops..."

Aine and Amagi shared a look, before turning to Landry. Who once again sighed, as he explained what exactly a Goa'uld _was_. Needless to say, even the AI looked slightly creeped out at the end. Not often you learned of parasitic snakes that ruled the galaxy. But that was nothing important really, as they quickly turned back to Vala.

"SO you can help with the Goa'uld technology?"

"Not as much as Sam could, but certainly," Vala replied, eager to finally _do_ something, "will I get paid?"

"As much as you need," Amagi said with a grin.

Oh yes, project _Infinity_ was going along quite well.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Short, I know. Consider this chapter filler though, there wasn't much point in stretching it out further. After all, other than showing the homefront (like this) all that is left would be actually advancing the plot...namely the Stoics, <em>Odyssey<em>, and main UNSC cast. Since they aren't coming back till Arc 2 _proper_ the interlude was rather short.**

**As for why Landry and Vala were allowed on _Infinity_...they needed someone who had actual experience with Goa'uld tech. Since Sam and SG-1 are busy, they got Landry. Who dragged Vala along since she isn't needed with SG-1 proper at the moment, and is their third-best expert on everything Goa'uld (behind Teal'c and Sam). And, Amagi is a 'throw-away' OC. Del-Rio was the _first_ Captain of _Infinity_, but its too early in the timeline for him. Thus, an OC who was in 'command' while it was being built. Same goes for Aine...not an OC, but not as big a feature as Roland was on the AI front. If there are any questions on that front, feel free to ask.**

**I should have Arc Two's intro up somewhat soon. Any questions about this chapter, feel free to ask in a review. Until next time!**


	17. Arc 2: Introduction

**AN: And now we begin Arc 2. Things are going to speed up here, as we get into (more or less) Halo 2. Obviously, not an exact rewrite of said game, but nonetheless, Arc 2 is going to be H2/H3 more or less. Hope you all enjoy the chapter.**

* * *

><p><strong>High Charity, Holy City of the Covenant<strong>

**9th Age of Reclamation, Holy Ring**

* * *

><p>As High Charity and its escorting fleets exited Slipspace, they were expecting to see the glorious Holy Ring of the Forerunner. What they weren't expecting to see, was a field of burned, shattered debris with a handful of heavily damaged ships combing it for any survivors. Somewhat naturally, considering the circumstances, the commanders of the newly arrived ships went into panic mode. Messages were sent back and forth amongst the vessels, and the damaged counterparts in the debris field. Most of them amounted to the expected 'what happened here?!' type. The more level-headed Fleetmasters however, managed to make cohesive questions of the damaged ships commanders.<p>

_"We do not know Fleetmaster,"_ the highest ranked survivor said, coughing slightly as his damaged lungs took in smoky air,_"the Holy Ring began firing on us, and forced the Fleet to withdraw. Soon after that, a massive flash of light erupted near Halo and destroyed it with the majority of the Fleet."_

"Did you recognize the flash?" the highest ranked Fleetmaster asked...obviously suspecting the humans in some way did this.

_"No Fleetmaster. What limited sensors we have operational do not recognize the lingering traces of the explosion,"_ the Shipmaster answered, _"It is a nuclear reaction, but unlike any we have seen. As much as we hate to admit it, it seems that it was a self-destruct mechanism on the Holy Ring itself."_

If the Fleetmaster and his comrades were human, they would be cursing up a storm. As it was, they merely growled under their breath. It made no sense that Halo would destroy itself rather than yield its secrets to the Covenant and the Great Journey, but that was what seemed to happen here. Similarity to human weapons aside, the vermin had _nothing_ powerful enough to do this type of damage. That didn't mean that he was looking forward to telling the Hierarchs as much though.

_"Report Fleetmaster,"_ Truth's voice came through this time, harshness and barely repressed rage quite evident even considering the distance.

"The Shipmaster of the _Prophecy_ believes that Halo self-destructed Hierarch," the Sangheili replied, "the evidence supports this claim."

There was silence where there had previously been chaos. Every ship had heard that message, every ship had heard what had happened to Halo. And, they were all waiting to hear from Truth. Their honored leader, and his fellow Hierarchs, were the beacon the Covenant needed now. They had been shaken to the core by this discovery...they needed stability and hope, and they needed it _now_.

_"This is a test of our resolve_," Truth finally said, the transmission hitting everywhere in the area around Halo's ruins, _"We know that the Forerunner made more than one Holy Ring. They are testing us by destroying this Holy Ring, and preparing us for our Great Journey. Scout ships are to be dispatched at once, to continue the search for another Halo."_

Ripples went through the Covenant fleets at that announcement. But now that they had a purpose again, they sent out scouts to do what Truth had asked of them. Back on High Charity however, things weren't quite so simple. The Council had moved out to discuss what had happened, but the Hierarchs were still in the room with the newly-declared Arbiter and his crew of Shamed soldiers. After all, the Arbiter was directly under _their_ authority, so any orders had to come from them.

And even if he was still in a mild level of shock, Thel recognized this. He bowed his head, only looking up enough to keep his leaders in his line of sight. Because of this, he was able to see Truth float up to him, the Prophet frowning slightly as he looked down on the Sangheili warrior.

"Arbiter," the High Prophet began, Thel stiffening slightly, "what is your opinion of what has happened?"

Thel turned that question over in his head, ignoring the oddity of the _High Prophet of Truth_ asking for his opinion. Even as Arbiter that was odd, after all.

"I do not know Hierarch," the new Arbiter answered honestly, "the humans have more powerful weapons, but what the _Prophecy_ describes is beyond even what I have seen."

Truth nodded ever so slightly, "So you do not believe it was the vermin?"

"Not at this time, no," Thel replied, "but I can not say for sure without knowing more of what happened here."

And he was telling the truth here. The newly-minted Arbiter was not a scientist by any means. He did, however, know human weapons better than anyone in the Covenant fleets. If he had more time to study what had happened, he might be able to confirm if it was human doing, or if the Forerunner truly _were_ testing them by destroying this Halo. And, he wasn't sure which option was preferable...

After all, if the humans could destroy Halo, what _else_ had they been hiding all these years? And how had they even _found_ the Holy Ring? On the other hand though, why would the Forerunner need to destroy a Holy Ring to test the Covenant? Had they not been doing the will of the gods this whole time? Certainly, the humans were respected in most Sangheili circles for their martial abilities, but that didn't mean they didn't trust what the Prophets said about destroying them.

"Very well. New armor is being prepared for your crew," Truth said, speaking of old-style Covenant armor marked with the Mark of Shame, "the Prophet of Regret will take you to the Mausoleum of the Arbiter to receive your own armor. Once you have received the armor, you will return to the _Everlasting Solitude_ and we will give you your mission. That is all Arbiter."

Thel nodded ever so slightly, and rose to his full height once more. Giving the Sangheili salute, he turned and lead his crew out of the chamber. Regret floated amongst them, leading the Arbiter to his 'new' armor. For their parts, Truth and Mercy moved to look out at the Forerunner Dreadnought. The majestic ship was sitting in the center of High Charity, the many cities below shining and reflecting off its dull grey armor. It was the symbol of unity for the Covenant...and the symbol of the lies the three High Prophets lived by.

"Halo didn't self-destruct," Truth began, not even turning to look at his fellow Prophet.

"No, it did not," Mercy agreed, "Even the Oracle didn't destroy the Dreadnought. The humans had some hand in this."

Truth nodded his head. The vermin may fool the easily fooled Sangheili, but they wouldn't escape the notice of the High Prophets of the Covenant. Especially the master of deception that Truth was. And of course, looking out at the Dreadnought reminded him of said deception. The humans were far from vermin...if anything, they were the last of the Forerunner, from what the Oracle had claimed. So, it made a certain amount of sense to blame them for this, even beyond just years of hatred.

After all, if the humans _were_ Forerunner, they might have known the location of Halo all along. And if they had known, when the Covenant arrived, they would have begun setting the Holy Ring to destroy itself. Logically then, it _had_ to have been the humans, even if it wasn't one of their weapons that did it. Though the Prophets willingly overlooked the question of why the humans had such ancient technology if they had access to Halo...as they had just proven they had more advanced technology defending their 'core' worlds.

However...

"This will still work in our favor," Truth continued, "the loses to the humans and now the destruction of Halo...the Sangheili have been thoroughly discredited."

Mercy nodded, "They are no longer worthy of protecting our glorious Covenant."

"Regret will protest, but it is time to replace the Sangheili," Truth said, "they are not reliable any more. To think, they _respect_ the vermin. They have their uses, but the Jiralhanae are far more reliable and subservient. Contact Tartarus and tell him his warriors are to replace the Honor Guard...with the exception of Regret's. If he trusts the Sangheili so, he can keep them."

Mercy nodded once more, "It will be done."

Truth nodded, though he didn't show the glee he felt. The other Prophets were playing right into his hands here. The Sangheili would be loyal to the Covenant above all else, and wouldn't support Truth declaring himself the _true _leader of all Covenant. The Jiralhanae however, were loyal to _Truth_ above anything else. By replacing the Honor Guard with loyal Jiralhanae, Truth was placing himself in full control of the Covenant, even if it wasn't readily apparent that he had. For, if he ever had need to..._remove_...Regret and Mercy, all he had to do was contact Tartarus and it would be done.

Thus, the Prophet of Truth, was now the one and only power in the Covenant hierarchy...

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours, September 14th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**San 'Shyuum Home System, Janjur Qom**

* * *

><p>On the San 'Shyuum homeworld of Janjur Qom, Grieving Light stiffened, and floated to a stop. If it weren't for years of training, Teal'c would have smacked his head on her suddenly frozen form. As it was, he came to a steady halt, and walked in front of the Monitor. Light's eye was flashing slightly, the pink light gaining a strobe effect. It almost looked like the AI was having a seizure of some kind...before she suddenly flared bright pink and turned fully towards Teal'c.<p>

"Installation 04 was destroyed," Light said without any preamble, "Guilty Spark is dead, and the Ring is gone."

Teal'c eyebrow rose up, "It was? Did Colonel Mitchell have something to do with it?"

"Most likely," Light answered, "Installation 02 received a report of a Flood outbreak on 04 that Spark planned to contain by activating the Ring."

"And Colonel Mitchell would not let that happen," Teal'c replied.

"Indeed."

"And you are not angry Grieving Light?"

"I have no reason to be Reclaimer. While protocol dictates the activation of an Installation in case of a Flood outbreak, if there is _any_ way to contain it without doing so, that is the preferred option. A local pulse would have been sufficient, but if Spark was determined to activate the entire network...I cannot fault Colonel Mitchell for his choice," Light finished.

While those two were having that conversation, the San 'Shyuum around them looked somewhat in awe. Of course, they _were_ seeing someone talking with an Oracle like they were just normal friends. Such a thing was unheard of, for very good reason. Not least of which being that Light was one of only _two_ Oracle's they knew, the other being the one on the _Mantle's Protector_. So, naturally, they stopped and stared.

Once Teal'c noticed this, he motioned Light to move forward again. The Monitor nodded...there was no reason to let the San 'Shyuum know what had just occurred. Especially since they didn't trust them yet. It was fairly obvious these 'Prophets' weren't a part of the Covenant, but that didn't mean they could just go around telling them about Halo and things like that.

"Where are your leaders?" Light asked, trying to use curiosity to recover from the shock.

"The High Council meets in our Capital Building," the leader of the little group of San 'Shyuum answered, "we should be arriving momentarily."

And indeed, they had reached a majestic building, reaching up into the clouds above them. Much like the Covenant, the San 'Shyuum didn't build anything small. As they walked into the building, large groups of the alien beings gathered to watch Teal'c and Light move by. Fingers were pointed, and crowds whispered. An Oracle was something to be respected, and something most had never seen even a picture of. And then there was the obviously alien Teal'c, looking nothing like even the most humanoid San 'Shyuum.

"I have never seen so many Prophets in one area," Teal'c commented, referring to the _very_ few UNSC videos of the elusive Covenant leaders.

"Do not compare us to the traitors," a deep, even deeper than normal, San 'Shyuum voice said.

Turning to look, the Jaffa and Monitor saw a regally dressed San 'Shyuum standing in front of a group of slightly less-well dressed ones. This had to be the Council that the Captain had told them about.

"I apologize," Teal'c said, bowing in the Jaffa style.

The San 'Shyuum nodded and looked over the two with an appraising eye. While not of the pure manipulative evil that Truth was, this 'man' was smart and experienced. And what he saw reassured him. This was a true Oracle, exactly like the images recovered from other sites on Janjur Qom. And the 'Reclaimer' was someone who radiated honor and strength. Something that the Stoic San 'Shyuum had started to prize after the traitors stole the Dreadnought.

"No need to apologize...Reclaimer," the San 'Shyuum replied, "ignorance is something to be fixed, not shunned. Now, come with me and we can talk about your purpose on our world."

Teal'c rose an eyebrow at the Pro...San 'Shyuum's choice of words. But he followed Light as they moved into the room. It was large, and expansive, to put things mildly. San 'Shyuum filed in and took seats, leaving Light and Teal'c standing at the center of the room. At inquiring looks from the aliens, Light floated forward to begin the impromptu meeting.

"We are here to learn about your people," the Monitor began, "and what happened to cause your...brethren to want to slaughter the Reclaimers."

Murmurs broke out at that, before the head San 'Shyuum silenced them.

"We would be honored to speak of our history Oracle. But what do you refer to when you say the Reformists are slaughtering the Reclaimers?"

Teal'c stepped forward, "For thirty years now, the Reformists have been leading their Covenant and destroying human worlds. We are curious why this is the case, and why you have not tried to stop them."

The San 'Shyuum leader raised a single eyebrow in an admirable imitation of Teal'c himself, "Covenant?"

"A union of several races, chief among them the Prophets and Elites," Teal'c replied.

"Sangheili," Light supplied when she noticed the confused looks...that didn't go away.

In fact, the San 'Shyuum leader started to rub his chin in a decidedly human manner. He had never heard of 'Sangheili' but he assumed that the word 'Elite' meant they were strong fighters. And the fact that they were spoken of in the same breath as the traitorous Reformists...they had to be high in this Covenant. And on that note...evidently since they were so few in number, the Reformists had started using other races for their wars. It wouldn't surprise him at all if they had subjugated these races first...though it did raise the question why they _weren't_ with these Reclaimers.

"I am sorry, but we know nothing of this Covenant, or why they would go to war with you," he replied honestly, "however...I may have a theory. If the Reformists are truly the leaders of the Covenant, it is likely they are drunk on power. If so, they would view the very _idea_ of you abhorrent Reclaimer. Even I will admit it isn't easy to acknowledge the Oracle's words and not feel righteous anger. If the Reformists have never been forced to acknowledge they aren't the supreme power...they would react violently to any challenge."

Naturally, he had no idea how _correct_ that theory was. Then again, it took a San 'Shyuum to know a Prophet.

"Now, I believe you were curious about our history?" the Councilor said, changing the subject, "I am High Councilor Mastor, and I will tell you what I can."

* * *

><p><strong>0800 Hours, September 15th 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Epsilon Eridani System, Reach, Orbital Defense Platform 15**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, life continued at Reach. The debris had long since been cleared up, the entire 'junkyard' rapidly becoming a scrapyard as Covenant and UNSC hulks were stripped of their weapons and armor to build new ships. Like the three newly completed <em>Halcyon<em> Mark II's (nicknamed the _Autumn_ class by most in the UNSC) currently floating in front of ODP 15. These ships were newly-built with the upgrades pioneered on the _Pillar of Autumn, _and were guarding the station in case of a new Covenant attack. Thus, they were the first to see the distinctive blue-purple hyperspace window spit out the _Odyssey_, and the first to respond to the displaced warship.

_"Damn, what happened here?" _Cam's voice came over their comm systems.

Lack of military disciple aside, it was a legitimate question with the obvious signs of battle.

"The Covenant attacked Reach," the captain of UNSC _Admiration_ replied, "we repulsed the attack."

_"I can tell. Is that an Assault Carrier?"_

"Yes it is. Commodore Keyes and Admiral Stanforth are awaiting your arrival on ODP Fifteen," the Captain replied, having received a message from the aforementioned men.

_"Thank you," _Cam replied, as the much smaller _Odyssey_ floated past the three Cruisers and their escorts.

When the ship reached the station, it was directed to one of the docks lining the 'ring' of the Orbital Defense Platform. There was more than enough space for the relatively small _Odyssey_ thankfully, not that they needed to dock with the various matter-transpiration devices aboard the ship. Appearances needed to be kept up though. Such as the fact that when they _did_ board the station, it was by using a newly installed Ring Platform that the UNSC controlled.

'They' being SG-1, Noble Team, and a hovering platform bearing Kat's body. While it had been possible to try reviving her with any number of advanced medical techniques...they boiled down to one problem, especially with a sarcophagus. Most Ancient or Asgard derived healing devices worked by healing anything wrong with the body. This was most noticeable with the sarcophagus 'healing' Daniel's eyes. The problem with healing Kat then became...would she still be a Spartan when she came out? The augmentations, drugs, reinforced bones...everything that made a Spartan a Spartan, was something that wasn't 'human'. So they had no idea if she would remain a Spartan when she came out. And to Noble...they knew Kat would rather die a hero, than come back as someone who wasn't able to fight with her team any longer.

"Welcome back," Keyes said, having come to meet SG-1 and its escort...though he came up short when he saw Kat, "what happened?"

Noble walked past the newly promoted Commodore, saluting as they went. SG-1 however, stayed behind and started to walk in a different direction with Keyes.

"We found two Forerunner structures called Halo's," Sam answered as they walked.

"Big Rings of death," Cam clarified at Keyes' look, "and the Forerunner were ancient aliens. Those Halo's can wipe out all the life in the galaxy if someone wants to."

Keyes frowned, "And you say you found two of them?"

"Yep, Installation 02 and 04," Daniel replied.

"And we blew up 04," Cam added.

Keyes sighed and shook his head. This was his first real experience with the typical SG-1 mission, and he wasn't sure he liked it. Discovering not one, but _two_ superweapons, and then blowing one of them up? How had they survived doing things like that? But...then again, Kat _didn't_ survive. Which was another question to ask, and this time Cam didn't even bother hiding anger when he answered.

"Each of the Halo's has an AI called a Monitor," the Colonel explained, "the first one is friendly. She's with Teal'c trying to talk to the Prophets now."

"The Prophets?!" Keyes didn't bother hiding his shock.

"She had their homeworld's location. _Their_ homeworld, not the Covenant proper," Cam replied, "as for what happened to Kat...the second Ring's Monitor was insane and tried to kill me. She took the beam and saved my life."

"The beam was that strong?"

"Unfortunately."

As Keyes shook his head, he opened a door to let the group into the meeting room. Stanforth was sitting in there with Admiral Whitcomb, the two men the ranking officers currently on Reach. Both of them waited for SG-1 to sit down, before looking each member over. It was fairly obvious how much the group had been through, just from how _tired_ they looked. They had been through hell and back on Installation 04 after all, even Sam and Daniel who had been stuck waiting in orbit while Cam and Noble risked their lives.

"I'm sorry for bothering you so soon after you returned," Stanforth began, "but we need to debrief you on the events of your mission."

SG-1 nodded and began to explain exactly what had happened. From leaving the _Faith_ to scout an odd energy reading, that turned out to be Halo Installation 02. Meeting Light, and splitting up to track down the Prophets and Halo 04. Fighting the Flood, and destroying the Covenant fleet with the NOVA. The death of Kat. Everything came out, every detail and event they remembered.

Stanforth and Whitcomb listened to the report, only occasionally asking a question. They had heard many odd things, but finding out that they had an ancient ship even more advanced than the Covenant now...and all the death Halo could cause...was a bit over their heads.

"And you are certain sending Teal'c with that Monitor was the right move?" Whitcomb asked this time.

"Seemed like a good idea at the time sir," Cam replied, "Teal'c knows what he's doing, and if Light was right, we may be able to get an ally if nothing else. Sounds good to me."

"I can't say I approve of that, but it was your choice," Stanforth said, well-aware that SG-1 was outside of his command, "but now that you are back, we are ready to launch our assault."

SG-1 looked amongst each other, before Sam asked the obvious question, "Assault?"

Stanforth nodded, "Now that we have secured Reach, we are just waiting for repairs to be finished on the _Ascendant Justice_, the Assault Carrier we captured, before we launch an offensive to retake Arcadia colony. One of our ships, the _Spirit of Fire_ went missing after fighting over that world, and we are hoping to find clues to where it went."

"One ship can't be worth that much...can it?" Daniel asked.

"It had thousands of Marines, and three Spartans aboard," Whitcomb replied, "it is worth at least trying. And Arcadia is a good jumping off point for future offensives."

"Well, we'll be ready when you need us," Cam said.

"See that you are...dismissed."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Not very long I know, especially for the wait. I've been busy as all get out, plus writers block. I hope it won't be as short next time though.<strong>

**Now, to explain on the 'Kat stays dead' thing. As I said in the chapter, sarcophagus' seem to work by healing whatever is wrong with the body. Either wounds or illness' are healed by it. The problem that arises, is where exactly does that effect _stop_. We know that it can heal bad eyes (Daniel when he got addicted IIRC) but that was temporary.**

**Now, I freely admit to not remembering ****_exactly _what augmentations went into the Spartan-III's. But, I _do_ know that they must have been quite extensive, or a Spartan wouldn't be any better than a Marine. This relates to the sarcophagus, as it is shown to restore a person to perfect health. And, a Spartan is not a 'perfect health' human. The augmentations are not negative (well, aside from that drug used on Gamma Company), but they are still changed from a baseline human. It is possible the sarcophagus would recognize this, and not remove the augmentations through whatever techno-magic it uses to heal stuff like staff-craters. On the other hand, it is possible it _would_ do so. Noble had resigned themselves to losing Kat, and decided they didn't want to risk taking away what makes her a Spartan. It may come up again at some point, it may not.**

**I hope that explanation works. Though I expect people to still be annoyed about it. Such is life I suppose.**


	18. Arc 2: Battle of Arcadia

**AN: And now we continue the story. Not much to say up here, other than:**

**THANK YOU! I really never expected to get this many reviews. 400 as I post this? 108k hits? About a thousand combined favs/alerts? Thank you everyone. I hope I can keep up the interest through the rest of the fic.**

* * *

><p><strong>1420 Hours, November 14th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Procyon System, Arcadia, ****Fleet of Serenity**

* * *

><p>Arcadia was a dull posting for any Covenant warrior. Ever since the planet had been taken from the Humans (for a second time at that) and mostly glassed, it had been left to a small rotation of fleets to guard the Forerunner Ruins still intact on the surface. At the moment, that duty fell to the Fleet of Serenity...though, perhaps, fleet was being too generous. Unlike the massive Fleet of Particular Justice, Serenity was a small gathering of ships by even human standards. A single Carrier, with an escort of ten CCS battlecruisers, and a dozen smaller ships. It was a mark of how little the Covenant valued this particular world. Forerunner Ruins aside, there wasn't anything here worthwhile to them, now that the Forerunner Fleet had been destroyed some 20 years previously.<p>

Thus, the somewhat annoyed Fleetmaster, "The Heirarchs have us guarding this useless rock while the other's gain honor fighting the humans."

"I have heard the Jiralhanae are replacing our ships in the next rotation," the Shipmaster of the _Rising Star_ commented.

"Gods above, what are the Councilors thinking?" the Fleetmaster replied in disbelief, "those apes are barely worthy of having warships, leave alone complete fleets."

"Indeed," the Shipmaster agreed, "The humans have more honor than the Jiralhanae."

Tensions between the Sangheili and Jiralhanae had always been tense. Recent setbacks in the Holy War against the Humans had increased the problem, and the Sangheili were understandably bitter about things. It was telling when they considered the 'vermin' more honorable and worthy of being in the Covenant than the 'apes'.

"Have the excavation teams discovered anything new?"

"No Fleetmaster. The Major believes that anything of worth has already been removed. They have yet to discover any more levels to the Ruins."

"And yet we remain here to guard over a dead world."

"One has to wonder what the point is, correct Fleetmaster?"

It was a worthy question to ask. Literally _nothing_ had happened at this world since the last humans had been wiped out. It was far from the frontlines, though 'Harvest' was fairly close by. The humans had made no move to attempt to retake Arcadia, and the Covenant had launched no attacks from it. If it weren't for the apparently empty ruins, there wouldn't even be a reason for the Covenant to _be_ there any longer. Other than the somewhat doubtful views of the Hierarchs. No respected member of the Covenant would doubt the Hierarchs...but they weren't military leaders. This world had no military value whatsoever, and this lead to the Sangheili assigned to guarding it getting somewhat...heretical...views of their exalted leadership.

"I would almost welcome the humans attacking," the Fleetmaster mused.

He should be careful what he wished for however, as a swarm of blueish-purple portals came to life near Arcadia's moon. Out of these portals came every class of human warship that the Sangheili man had ever seen. Cruisers, frigates, destroyers, even a carrier. At the head of the fleet was a small corvette (by human standards anyway. Barely worth mentioning by Covenant), that seemed dwarfed by its counterparts. And yet, somehow, the Fleetmaster knew that ship was the most dangerous of anything he had ever faced.

"Human fleet exiting slipspace," a Minor reported lamely, since anyone could see the ships on the external cameras...and it wasn't slipspace they had used.

The Fleetmaster didn't care about that however. He, despite the feelings about the small ship, grinned in the Sangheili style. It would seem the humans finally decided to fight him, and relieve the boredom of guarding a worthless world.

"Move to attack! Charge the plasma torpedoes, and target the lead human vessel," the Sangheili sent out his orders, "show them the folly of attacking one of our worlds!"

Roars of approval echoed through the bridge, the crew _quite_ happy to finally be able to do something. Across the Fleet of Serenity, angry red fire gathered along the ships flanks, putting in doubt the validity of its name. The human ships had yet to fire, not quite in range of their primitive weapons.

"Fire!"

Blobs of plasma swept forth from the launchers on Covenant warships, heading right at the human fleet. Even if they had only recently figured out about human designed shields, it was still a surprise to the Sangheili in the fleet when the human ships made no effort to dodge. The plasma impacted their golden shields (and the blue shield on the lead warship) leaving no marks and only barely slowing down their advance. The moment the plasma had cleared from their view, the human warships fired their first salvo of their primitive weapons...followed by a wall of golden plasma fire.

The vanguard of the Covenant formation took this first volley head on, their shields just as easily absorbing the human fire as the humans had absorbed their own. But, seemingly out of nowhere, the cruiser _Prophecy_ went up in flames. It had been charging another torpedo, when two human shells came out of nowhere and shattered its shield. Holes had been punched clean through the _Prophecy_, sending purple metal flying in all directions before its reactor went critical and sent it up in an impressive fireball.

Unbeknownst to the Covenant, the lead human cruisers had fired two more shells as the first volley of gold plasma covered the signs of the MAC firing. And as another cruiser went up in flames, the Fleetmaster might have started worrying or thinking of pulling back to a better position...were he human, or at least less reckless. But months of inaction had left the Fleetmaster very hotheaded, so he merely shouted out more orders.

"Move forward! Burn their vessels!"

Again, if this were a human fleet, there would be mutters and questions about that order. As it was, the Covenant crews kept silent aside from relaying orders. The _Rising Star_ and its escorts moved forward to cover the depleting CCS vanguard, launching fighters and volleys of plasma torpedoes. This time, the human ships started to flame and drop out of their tight formation, the shields overloaded from repeat hits. All, that is, aside from that tiny ship at the front, which now shot forward from the human fleet.

The small ship moved faster than anything the Fleetmaster and his crews had seen, aside from fighter craft. Rapid fire shells came out from multiple parts of its hull, swatting fighters aside as it oriented on one of the undamaged Destroyers in the second line of Serenity. The Shipmaster of that vessel laughed at the insolence of a human vessel that small attempting to attack him. Even one of their 'frigates' was no threat, and this ship was barely half that size. Of course, he stopped laughing when a lance of brilliant blue plasma flashed out and vaporized the command center of his vessel...and him with it. Another pair of plasma lances finished the job, as the small ship turned towards a cruiser.

"Target them!"

"Slipspace rupture forming Fleetmaster!"

"Where?!"

"In fro..."

That sentence was cut off, as a horrifying sight exited a portal in front of the Covenant fleet. Slate grey, six kilometers long, and bristling with turrets. But...it wasn't a new human vessel. It was an Assault Carrier! The only ship this could possibly be was the _Ascendant Justice_...captured and put into service by the humans. And it immediately put to rest any doubts about surviving crew retaking the ship and returning to Covenant territory...as brilliant blue bolts of plasma shot forth and blew Covenant ships to pieces. Scattered return fire did little more than bounce off the shields of the _Justice_, as the ship and the human fleet both bombarded the Fleet of Serenity into submission.

Ship after ship shattered or were simply vaporized by plasma torpedoes from the _Ascendant Justice_. Soon, only the _Rising Star_ remained, battered and bleeding, but still capable of moving. On the smoking bridge, the Fleetmaster barked out one last order.

"Ram the _Ascendant Justice_. We will deny them their prize!" the Sangheili yelled, the last words he would ever speak as the bridge was vaporized.

The rest of the ship soon followed, leaving only a debris field to mark the Covenant Fleet of Serenity.

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

On the bridge of the _Odyssey_, the crew let out a sigh of relief when the battle ended. The UNSC crew then broke into cheers, at the first decisive victory over the Covenant (both Reach and Sigma Octanus had involved heavy losses). SG-1 merely smiled at the fact that the new upgrades to the _Ascendant Justice_ worked correctly. Either way though, both sides of the crew were quite satisfied with this battle, even if Arcadia was ruined.

_"It seems those Ion Cannons of yours worked as advertised,"_ Admiral Whitcomb's voice came over from the _Justice_.

_"Same with the shields,"_ Keyes added from the _Pillar of Autumn, "this never would have worked without them."_

"It does confirm my theory. The Covenant's advantage wasn't firepower, it was shielding," Sam replied, "take away the ability to kill UNSC ships easily, and they lose that advantage."

She spoke the truth there. UNSC ships were perfectly capable of killing Covenant ships (eventually) even with their older weapons. The problem was that Covenant ships were far more durable thanks to their shields. UNSC ships would die quicker, and thus couldn't bring the firepower to bear to take down equivalent numbers of Covenant vessels. Now that they had shields...they were proving that the Covenant weren't quite so superior as they had been.

_"That is true. Do your sensors see any other Covenant vessels?"_ Whitcomb questioned, since the _Odyssey_ remained the most advanced ship in any fleet.

"Nope, quiet as a funeral out here," Cam answered.

"What about Arcadia?" Daniel asked.

"What about it?"

"Look at it. I've never seen so much damage to a planet before."

Even if the fires had long since died out, Arcadia _was_ painful to look at. The world was scarred, most of its surface reduced to black wastelands. The only splotches of green were locations that held Forerunner Ruins...the rest of the world had been decimated by the Covenant. It was SG-1's first sight of a Glassed world, and they didn't like it. They knew the Covenant did things like this from the UNSC's stories, but it was quite a different thing to actually _see_ it. And to think Arcadia got off rather lightly because of its ruins...compare this to Harvest or Eridanus, and it became obvious just what the alien race(s) were capable of.

The planet wasn't going to be much use to the UNSC, not for a long time. This victory was going to be more about boosting morale, than taking any useful territory. Arcadia would need major terraforming before it even approached being livable outside small areas that the Covenant left untouched. But, at least it was under UNSC control once more. That was what truly mattered here.

_"Roger that. We're sending Pelicans down to the surface, to see if anyone is still alive down there,"_ Whitcomb said in reply to Cam's first words, _"can you go down with them?"_

"Sure," Cam replied.

With that said, the massive launch bays on the _Ascendant Justice_ began to spew out Pelican dropships and Sabre fighters, all angling for the few green areas on Arcadia. It was doubtful any humans were still alive on the surface, but they had to check. That, and scout the ruins for anything the Covenant might have missed.

"We should probably send Noble down with them," Sam said as she watched the clouds part around the _Odyssey._

"True. Forerunner technology is a lot like Ancient tech with its gene activation," Daniel mused.

"At least the more secure stuff anyway," Cam said, "but yeah, I see the point. I'll go with them."

Instead of just letting him this time, Sam and Daniel both stood in front of the Colonel. Cam looked up from his seat, daring them to stay where they were. unfortunately for him, they were strong willed and wouldn't budge.

"You two planning on moving, or are you going to stay there?"

Sam shook her head, "You aren't going with them this time Cam. Noble will work better if any Covenant are alive if you aren't slowing them down."

"Hey!"

"Sam has a point here," Daniel backed up his friend, "no matter how skilled we are, we _physically_ can't keep up with a Spartan of any variety."

Cam deflated and sat fully down again, "Fine, I'll stay here."

Of course, the main reason he 'gave up' was the fact he knew it was his lack of shields that got Kat killed saving him. Cam was hardly the serious type, but he knew when he owed someone something. And he owed Noble his life, considering one of their own sacrificed themselves to save him. It wouldn't exactly be honoring that sacrifice if he was stupid and got himself in the same situation again.

"I understand what you feel like you know," Sam said, looking out at the burned landscape the _Odyssey_ was flying above, "but we're more use here than on the ground right now. I'm the only scientist that really understands our technology, and you two are just as valuable."

"Same with Teal'c," Daniel added, "he's just safer than us with all the Sentinels on that Keyship."

"Yeah, yeah, I know," Cam said.

None of them were happy about being relegated to the second line like this. But SG-1 had far more value in this universe than they did even back home. At least back home there was more than one 304, and trained crews to man them. Not to mention dozens of SG Teams, and scientists that understood Stargate technology. Right now, SG-1, and Landry, were the only ones who could truly understand things in this universe. Halsey and Cortana were getting there, and there was Holo-Thor and the other Asgard minds in the database. But that was no reason for them to risk themselves. Cam's little adventure on Installation 04 was the clincher in that regard. He had been far too vulnerable compared to the Spartans, and Kat ended up dead because of that. So...at least for now, they were more use in space than on the ground, even if they weren't ship commanders.

And thus, they merely watched as Pelican after Pelican flew past the _Odyssey_, looking for any Arcadian survivors.

* * *

><p><strong>Soell System, High Charity, Holy City of the Covenant<strong>

**November 16th, 2552 (9th Age of Reclamation)**

* * *

><p>It took a couple days for the news to reach High Charity (still in orbit of the ruined Holy Ring) of Arcadia being retaken by the UNSC. The news arrived, much as the news of Reach, by way of a lone Corvette escaping a ruined fleet. In this case, the ship was quickly ushered through security and the crew interrogated on what had transpired. And, needless to say, it wasn't a good thing for the Covenant's morale. This was the first time the humans had gone on the <em>offensive<em> since the death/disappearance of their Admiral Cole. And adding insult to injury, they were using the _Ascendant Justice_ as their new flagship. If Thel hadn't already been made Arbiter, there would be clamoring masses shouting for his head. As it was, it was yet another blow to the Sangheili, allowing Truth to ruthlessly push through more of his moves to elevate the Jiralhanae. Only the Prophets and Yanme seemed to appreciate this though...even the Kig-Yar had started to rally behind the Sangheili, thanks in no small part to the Jackal detachment of the _Everlasting Solitude_ spreading the word of how Thel and the other Sangheili treated them and the Unggoy aboard.

But that mattered little at the moment, as the new Jiralhanae Honor Guard escorted the new Arbiter into the Council Chambers. Now wearing his old-style armor, Thel had only a single Plasma Rifle and Energy Sword on his hips, as he moved towards Truth. The only Hierarch in the vast room, Truth was deep in thought and didn't even notice as Thel kneeled behind him. The old Prophet was too deep in thought about how _easy_ his plans were progressing. The setbacks were hard on the Covenant to be sure, but they were even harder on the Sangheili. Losing military battles lowered their prestige, and unlike the previous times this had happened (most notably with the Lekgolo) Truth was ruthlessly exploiting their weakness for his own goals. Jiralhanae would replace Sangheili, and Regret and Mercy would soon be eliminated, leaving Truth as the one and only Hierarch, with his will enforced by loyal Brute armies.

"Hierarch, I bring news," Thel broke into Truth's thoughts, finally getting the Prophet to turn his head.

"What news Arbiter?" the Prophet asked.

Thel lifted his head ever-so-slightly, "A Jiralhanae patrol vessel discovered another Holy Ring. This one appears to be overrun by the Parasite however."

The Arbiter was talking about the Flood, though the Covenant only knew it as a parasite that had taken over a team sent to investigate a platform in Threshold's atmosphere. Thel's first mission as Arbiter had eliminated that problem, though he had managed to rescue a survivor named Rtas 'Vadumee. The two Sangheili had since become the most well-spoken supporters of cleansing any Parasite infection by any means necessary.

"Another Holy Ring?" Truth mused, pointedly ignoring the part about the Flood.

"Yes Hierarch," Thel replied, "I believe we should..."

"Should do what Arbiter?" Truth said sharply.

"Glass the surface wherever the Parasite may hide. It is too dangerous to try lan..."

Truth held up one hand to stop his Arbiter from continuing, "Your opinion is noted Arbiter. High Charity will travel to the Holy Ring at once, and the Jiralhanae will begin landings to secure it. There will be no repeat of the mistakes made here."

"As you command," Thel replied, bowing deeper before leaving.

As he left, the Arbiter couldn't help but wonder _what_ his leader was thinking. The Parasite was more dangerous than even the new human weapons. _Nothing_ was more dangerous, that the Covenant had ever encountered. And sending the _Brutes_ to deal with it was a horrible idea. Rtas had told Thel that the only reason he survived was because he kept the Parasite at a distance, and only used his Energy Sword when it truly was unavoidable. The Jiralhanae however...their blood lust was the _worst_ thing to send against the Parasite. The apes would charge right at them, trying to beat them to death. All this would do is open their ranks to infection, and swell the Parasite's ranks even as it depleted the Covenants. Add in the fact that only the highest ranking Jiralhanae actually possessed shields...it just added up to a very bad idea.

When he reached his vessel, Thel was greeted by Nar, now in a simplified red version of his own armor. All of the Arbiter's Sword, the new name for his unit, had taken to wearing armor patterned off his own, as a sign of respect.

"Welcome back Arbiter," the Major greeted, "how did it go?"

"Badly," the Arbiter replied dryly.

"That bad?" Nar questioned

Thel nodded as they walked into the _Everlasting Solitude_, "The Hierarch wants to land Jiralhane immediately, without making any effort to cleanse the Ring from orbit."

Nar shook his large head, "Not a good idea."

"Indeed."

As the two Sangheili walked further into the small Corvette, they passed various members of the Sword, doing routine tasks to maintain the ships. While the Arbiter wore grey armor and second in command wore red, most of the Sword wore blue and green armor to differentiate from standard Covenant ranks. The Unggoy and Kig-Yar wore the blue, while the Sangheili and the single Megalekgolo pair wore the green.

"I do wonder what the Hierarch's are thinking Arbiter," Nar continued, "we have shown them plenty of evidence about the Parasite. Anyone should see that it needs to be cleansed from orbit before even thinking of landing."

"Careful my friend, what you are saying could be considered heresy," the Arbiter pointed out.

Nar merely gave a Sangheili snort, "We're already shamed Arbiter. Not much worse that can be done to us."

Thel shook his own head in amusement. Soon enough, the pair reached the command center of the small Corvette, somewhat unique in Covenant design in that it actually had windows to space. Through these windows, they could see High Charity's fleets gathering in preparation for a Slipspace jump to the second Holy Ring. That would take time however, as the almost absurd mass of ships needed to orient themselves perfectly to avoid collisions when coming out of Slipspace at their destination. This time could be used to their advantage.

"So, what are we doing Arbiter?"

"We are leaving ahead of the fleets, and seeing if we can do something about the Parasite," Thel answered.

"Isn't that against orders?" Nar asked with a fair bit of humor in his voice.

Thel looked back at the Major, "Yes."

"So you are disobeying a direct order from the Hierarchs?"

"They did not order me to stay here, or away from the Holy Ring."

"So you are doing something that they won't approve of, but haven't said is against orders."

"Indeed."

Nar shook his head again, "We're with you Arbiter."

Thel nodded, and gave out the orders to launch his vessel. A far cry from the now human controlled _Ascendant Justice_, the corvette slid out of its berth and past the escorting fleets. Long since marked as the Arbiter's vessel, none of the patrolling ships so much as hailed the _Everlasting Solitude_, merely letting the vessel pass them by. Once it had reached a clear area of space, it shot forward into a Slipspace rupture, its destination the newly discovered Installation 05...

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. I chose to leave the Stoics out of this chapter, since I'm experimenting with focusing mostly on one of the two factions at once. This chapter was obviously a Covenant focus, with a little bit of UNSC in the middle. Next one will likely be the reverse...focusing on the fleet at Arcadia, and Teal'c with the Stoics.<strong>

**I hope you all still enjoyed it though! Next chapter will be up as soon as I'm done writing it. Oh...and before I forget...yes the _Ascendant Justice_ was using modified Tollan Ion Cannons. Its the 'second wave' of SG-verse upgrades for the UNSC fleet, only on the _Justice_ and _Infinity_ as of now. I'm fairly certain that the SGC has the designs for said weapons (provided I'm remembering 'Between Two Fires' correctly). If not, its a case of the 'Asgard Core has everything the Asgard knew...and no _way_ did they not know about a race as advanced as the Tollan.' SG-1 doesn't worry about Ion Cannons, since its simple enough to render them useless (Anubis did it, the Asgard (and by extension SG-1) can).**


	19. Arc 2: Explorations

**AN: A small bit faster this time, simply because I'm on break. :P**

**Anyway, continuing that little experiment of mine, this chapter will go back to (mostly) focusing on the UNSC/SG-1 side of things, with a small bit of Covenant in the middle. Hope everyone enjoys it!**

* * *

><p><strong>1600 Hours, November 15th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Procyon System, Arcadia**

* * *

><p>With the Covenant fleet wiped out, and no reinforcements in sight, the UNSC settled in orbit of Arcadia. Several of the ships in the fleet (mostly the speedier Frigates) had split off into other parts of the system, performing Second Fleets 'official' purpose...looking for the <em>Spirit of Fire<em>. Somewhat unsurprisingly, there were very few signs left of that old ship, what with how long it had been since it had last been seen. It was a good thing that was only the _official_ reason for being at Arcadia.

For, the unofficial reason had much more importance at the moment. Marines and Spartans were canvasing the surviving ruins of the world, looking for anything of interest. It was quite likely that anything of use had long since been removed by the Covenant. But, if Installation 04 had been any indication, some Forerunner technology required a human touch. This could even include areas being locked down, for all the UNSC knew.

Thus, the Master Chief was currently walking with a group of other Spartan-II's, entering a small ruin in one of the intact areas on Arcadia's surface.

"We've entered the ruin _Odyssey_," John relayed to the hovering ship outside.

_"No sign of any Covenant forces on sensors,"_ Sam's voice answered, _"however, we are reading a power signature in the building. Initial scans have it as Forerunner in origin."_

"What I wouldn't give for that ships sensors," Cortana mused, once again in John's helmet.

The Chief grunted in reply, waving the other members of his team forward.

"We've got a few dead Elites," Fred called out, standing over a group of the warrior race.

"And Grunts," Kelly added.

Indeed, there were several groups of dead Covenant warriors, all showing burns through their armor. Not Plasma, but certainly not killed by surviving humans. Walking past the dead aliens, the Spartans held up their rifles and used the built-in flashlights to scan the room they were in. It was large, and built from typically grey Forerunner material. Nothing special, aside from the dead Covenant troops.

"What do you think killed them?" Will asked.

That was something all the Spartan's were wondering. The wounds were different than anything they had seen before, and that didn't bode well.

"Cortana?" John asked, as he scanned the wall for any active technology or doors.

"Wounds are not consistent with known Covenant weaponry, or standard-issue UNSC weapons," the AI replied, "these are likely from Forerunner weaponry. I don't know enough to be certain though."

John relayed that to the rest of his team, who flashed their acknowledgment lights. From the experiences of the _O__dyssey _they knew that Forerunner AI (all this could be) would at least be friendly to begin with. Now, if this would turn out like Installation 02 or 04 was the question. And as the Spartan's continued to search the room, Linda (always the most sharp-eyed of the bunch) noticed a light in one of the corners. Sending a quick message to John, the resident Sniper walked up to the light, and saw a holographic panel next to a wall.

Cortana had been watching this through the other Spartan's helmet-cam and spoke up, "That is definitely Forerunner."

After the rest of the Spartans had taken up firing positions on the panel, Linda put her hand out and touched the device. Somehow, she knew _exactly_ where and what to touch, as a door opened up in the wall with a groan of stone rubbing against stone. It was even darker in the newly opened room than the one with the Covenant corpses, at least until a light shone out from inside it. Said light quickly revealed a Forerunner Sentinel.

"A Sentinel...that explains the wounds," Cortana mused.

"Is it hostile?" Fred asked, hand on the trigger of his shotgun.

"At the moment, no. I'm not reading it targeting any of you, and its weapon seems to be powered down," Cortana replied.

And indeed, the machine just floated next to the doorway, its 'eye' looking over the Spartans. It wasn't making any hostile moves, or showing any signs of attacking. Knowing that their mission was to discover any new Forerunner technology the Covenant missed, John told Will and Linda to keep an eye on the Sentinel, while the rest of the team moved into the open hallway. Their flashlights lit up the hall, showing a long and unmarked path deeper into the depths of Arcadia. As the Spartans moved downhill, it just got darker and darker. Either the power was out, or this was a defense mechanism, either way their lights were likely the only light that had shined on these walls for centuries.

While SG-1 would probably be cracking jokes along the lines of 'can't the Forerunner actually use lights?' the Spartans remained silent as they walked through the halls. They didn't _need_ to speak, not when all they were doing was walking down a long hallway. Hand signals and light flashes was all that was needed in such a tight-knit group, and it was all they used until they reached a room that was actually well-lit.

The Spartans slowed down slightly as they entered said room, scanning it with eyes and sensors alike. It was large, with Sentinels patrolling around the walls. Several of the machines showed damage, obviously the ones that had fought the Covenant in the other rooms. All of them were hovering around a central area, a glowing green light at the center of the formation.

As the Spartan's looked at the light, Cortana winced in John's head.

"What is it?" the Chief asked.

"Another AI is trying to crack my defenses," the AI replied, "its not having much success, but I'm not used to having to fight off another AI."

Naturally, the Spartan's raised their weapons at the Forerunner machines at that, knowing it was where the intrusion had to be coming from. The Sentinels, oddly, made no hostile moves at that. They merely moved aside, and let the super-soldiers walk up to the green light. While the Spartan's walked closer, the light got brighter and brighter, before forming a single spark of light, not unlike older AI's.

**"So, at last the Reclaimers arrive,"** the spark said.

"You know who we are?" John asked, standing at the front of his Spartans.

**"I do,"** the spark confirmed, **"I am the steward of this facility."**

"Do you have a name?"

**"No."**

A Forerunner construct, that lacked a name. These ruins were getting odder by the minute. That being said, another Forerunner facility could only be a good thing...right?

"What's the purpose of this facility?" Cortana asked this time.

**"Monitoring this world Ancilla,"** the steward replied, **"however, it is only at five percent efficiency. Most of my sensors and Sentinels have been destroyed. This room is the largest intact facility."**

And so much for that hope. Intact Forerunner technology was always a good thing, but this pushed the 'intact' definition. However, if the stewards job was to monitor Arcadia...maybe it knew what had happened to the _Spirit of Fire_? Worth a shot...

"One of our vessels vanished twenty years ago," John said, "did you record its path?"

**"Scanning..."** the steward said, **"one Reclaimer warship left orbit on a path to Shield World 7. No more data."**

'Shield World' was something that none of the Spartans had heard of. Even Grieving Light had yet to mention something by that name, and there were apparently at least seven of the things. On the other hand, at least they knew about the _Spirit's_ last journey. The question became, _where_ did that journey lead the ship? Because, now that it was apparent Arcadia had been stripped of most useful Forerunner technology, all they had left was to find the wayward ship like they were _supposed_ to.

"Can you transfer the coordinates to the Shield World?" Cortana asked.

**"Certainly Ancilla,"** the steward answered.

And as she got the data, Cortana was already sending it and their report up to the _Odyssey_. From there, it was relayed to the _Ascendant Justice_, which relayed it to a Prowler, the UNSC _Dusk_, that set out for the last known location of the _Spirit of Fire_. Who knew what they would find, but at least they had something to work with now.

* * *

><p><strong>Coelest System, Substance, Installation 05<strong>

**9th Age of Reclamation**

* * *

><p>Some days after leaving High Charity, the <em>Everlasting Solitude<em> came out of Slipspace in orbit of a welcome sight. Unlike the flaming ruins of the first Halo, this Holy Ring was intact and spinning as it orbited its Gas Giant. Not so welcome, was the difference compared to the images the Covenant had of the first Ring before it was destroyed. Unlike that Halo's pristine oceans and continents, this Halo looked...sick. The oceans remained blue, but the land was overgrown and resembled nothing more than a tropical rainforest.

And knowing what was on the surface...

"Fools," Nar said, shaking his head slightly.

"I don't disagree with you," Thel said, "sending _any_ of our forces down there is foolish. The Jiralhanae are the worst choice."

"Message coming from the _Glorious Retribution_," a Kig-Yar relayed from his station (there were far too few Sangheili in the Sword to man every station on even this small a vessel).

"What are they asking?" the Arbiter asked.

"For confirmation of our identity, and our purpose on the Holy Ring."

"Very well..._" _Thel replied, opening a channel to the much larger Assault Carrier, "this is the Arbiter, I am here to locate the Control Room of the Holy Ring."

_"I haven't received any word of your arrival...Arbiter,"_ a distinctly Brute voice answered.

"I am here on my own authority," Thel explained.

A roar of laughter came over the communication systems, _"If it were anyone else, I would have your ship burned for that. But, you are the Arbiter. The _Eternal Freedom_ will escort you."_

With that, the link to the larger ship was cut, as a slightly smaller frigate broke from the Jiralhanae formation to 'escort' the _Solitude. _Naturally, Nar had a comment to make on that.

"I don't believe I have ever heard such an arrogant Brute," the Major said disdainfully.

"Nor have I. Their new power is going to their heads," Thel replied.

"And that frigate is not escorting us for our safety."

"No it is not. They want to make certain we are not trying to subvert their authority."

That was most likely the case, as the larger purple frigate hovered extremely close to the smaller _Solitude_. Both vessels moved towards the Holy Ring, the crew of the Arbiter's vessel watching in silence as dropship after dropship exited the Jiralhanae formation and headed for the surface of Halo. Unfortunately, the Fleet had changed its frequencies, so it was impossible to listen to their transmissions and make certain that they weren't losing ground to the Parasite.

Equally bad, was the sight of a massive shielded wall blocking any access to the Library. Only a handful of patrols had pierced the similar structure on the other Halo, so the knowledge of the building was limited. It was _highly_ important, judging from the defenses however. Thankfully, the Control Room lacked such a wall, making it easy for the _Solitude_ to come to a halt nearby. And just as easy for a Phantom to set out from its small docking bay.

"We are here to discover the extent of the Parasites control on this Holy Ring!" Thel shouted out, as the Phantom carried its small detachment of Sword Sangheili, Kig-Yar and Unggoy. All of them were readying their weapons, on the chance the Parasite had even penetrated this inner sanctum of Halo.

"Do not leave the group without orders!" Nar added, "the Jiralhanae may allow that, but not _us_! The Parasite will not turn our own forces against us!"

A roar went up from the small group aboard the Phantom, as it landed outside the massive door sealing the Control Room. Large enough to comfortably fit a Banshee fighter, the door showed no signs of opening for the Arbiter and his troops.

"How will I unseal the door," Thel mused, walking forward and looking it over.

The large monolith was typically Forerunner, and the more religious part of the Arbiter was in awe at its size and the engravings carved into its pristine surface. The more practical side, however, was scanning the surface, looking for any means of opening the gateway. None were readily apparent, the massive door showing no signs of the Covenant soldiers parked in front of it. However, nothing was impossible to do, and it was only a matter of time until Thel came upon a glowing panel, recessed into the door.

"Ready yourselves," he ordered the other soldiers, who had their weapons trained on the door as the Arbiter opened it.

In a somewhat underwhelming display, the door merely slid open and exposed a set of smaller doors, leading deeper into the Control Room. Nar and Thel lead the Sword into the building, opening doors as they went. No automated defenses activated, only lights illuminating the ancient rooms. Thus, it was a fairly uneventful trip into the Control Room, where a _massive_ central area was cut off from the holographic panel in front of the Arbiter and his troops. Warily walking up to said panel, Thel holstered his Plasma Rifle and held out a hand.

The moment his palm met the surface of the hologram, a voice began speaking.

**"Intruder alert! Intruder alert! Containment Protocols have failed!"**

When the mechanical voice started to echo through the room, the Arbiter and his men had their weapons up and ready, as they condensed into a circle.

"What is the meaning of this?!" Thel roared.

**"Intruder Alert!" **the voice shouted again, before changing tone slightly, **"why have you entered the Control Room?"**

The sudden shift from alarm to question caught the Covenant soldiers off guard somewhat. Not surprising even, as who wouldn't be surprised at the sudden shift. Especially so, when it became clear this wasn't just an automated alert...there was _some_ form of intelligence behind the question.

"We are attempting to secure the Holy Ring from the Parasite," Thel answered warily.

Silence greeted him at first, before, **"The Flood have already taken control of large portions of the Installation. Who are you?"**

"I am the Arbiter of the Covenant...who are _you_?"

**"2401 Penitent Tangent, Monitor of Installation 05."**

There seemed to be some hesitation before that answer, but it was a welcome one nonetheless. Welcome enough that the Arbiter and his troops overlooked the seeming hesitation to answer. Little as they knew about the Forerunner, this was one of the things they did know...a 'Monitor' was an Oracle.

"You are the Oracle?" Nar asked this time.

**"I am the Monitor,"** 'Penitent Tangent' replied, **"I do not know of a Covenant however. Are you the same as the Jiralhanae trying to enter the Sentinel Wall?"**

Thel didn't look pleased as he answered, "Yes."

**"Hmm..."** the 'Monitor' sounded thoughtful, **"I no longer have control of the Sentinel's. I, however, require the Index to destroy this outbreak. It is at the center of the Library, past the Sentinel Wall. While I cannot help you enter, I can give you a map of the quickest path through the Wall. I would request you use it, to retrieve the Index and bring it back here."**

"Why can you not do so yourself Oracle?" Thel asked.

**"As I said, I have no control over the Sentinels any longer. It would require the Wall being retracted, to allow your own troops to combat the** **Flood,"** Tangent replied, **"That is all I can ask of you."**

The Arbiter left the 'Oracle' and moved back to his troops. While listening to an Oracle was normally a required thing for a Covenant soldier, this was a unique case. They had no _real_ idea if this voice was truly an Oracle. And it caused problems in following what it said, since none in the Sword were that foolhardy. However, they still needed to discuss the situation. After all, their entire _reason_ for being on this Holy Ring was stopping the Parasite before the Brutes let it off the Ring somehow.

Things would never be so easy however, as a detachment of Jiralhanae entered the room. They had obviously been listening in, judging from the looks on their ugly faces. The Brutes walked up to Thel, their Chieftain looking the Arbiter in the eyes. The two massive warrior stared each other down, until the Brute spoke.

"I have heard the Oracle's words Arbiter," the Jiralhanae said, "I request your aid. I have already sent word to the _G__lorious __Retribution_, and they have given me orders to take down that wall."

Thel frowned, "Why do you require my aid Brute?"

The ape growled at the use of its 'human' name, "Because you have the most experience combating the Parasite. And the Oracle speaks to you, where it won't with us."

And indeed, Tangent had yet to speak again.

"Very well. Lead the way," the Arbiter replied, already thinking up backup plans if things went badly.

But as they left the Control Room, none in the Covenant knew how they were being manipulated...as a horrible laugh began to echo from under the Library...

* * *

><p><strong>1350 Hours, November 16th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**San 'Shyuum Home System, Janjur Qom, Shipyards**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, things were continuing on the Prophet's long-abandoned homeworld. The Stoic San 'Shyuum were not as advanced as their Covenant counterparts, due to their long-standing refusal to 'desecrate' Forerunner artifacts. This, and the lack of the Dreadnought, meant they had developed in much the same way as humanity, with their own technology and expertise. Though, granted, several extra centuries put them somewhat ahead of pre-Sigma Octanus humanity.<p>

However, they were still far enough behind the Covenant that while they waited on a response to an alliance, Teal'c and Light were at their main shipyards, advising the San 'Shyuum on how to improve their technology. Though to be fair, it was mostly the Monitor doing it. Teal'c knew how to use technology to great effect in battles, but he wasn't an engineer by anyone's definition.

"You use Plasma weaponry?" Light asked a San 'Shyuum engineer by the name of Masok.

"Yes we do," the engineer replied, "though it is more condensed and not guided like you showed me of the Reformist's weaponry."

"It resembles Goa'uld Staff Cannons," Teal'c commented, leading to blank looks from both Monitor and San 'Shyuum.

"Yes...in any case, I believe it can be improved upon," Light said, shining a schematic from her 'eye'.

"What is that Oracle?" Masok asked.

"A hardlight cannon. I can't give you the design, but I can take aspects of it and apply them to your plasma cannons and improve their power."

"That would be a great help Oracle, if the Reformists discover you have been here."

Which was true enough. Even if the San 'Shyuum denied an offer to reform their ancient alliance with humanity, they would be at risk of Covenant attack if it ever became known that they had been talking to 'human' envoys. And right now...they were one world, with technology somewhat behind Covenant standard even if it was above old UNSC standard. They wouldn't last long, not at the moment. Thus, the request from Councilor Mastor to help bring their ships up to a better state. He had claimed it would go far towards opening an alliance, and both Light and Teal'c could see the logic there.

"What of your shield systems?" the Jaffa asked.

This time, it was Masok who brought up a schematic, showing the San 'Shyuum shield designs. Naturally, it went over Teal'c's head, but Light made a thoughtful humming noise as she studied the designs. And she liked what she saw indeed.

"I do believe these are more advanced than your weaponry," she commented.

Masok nodded, "After the Reformists stole the Dreadnought, it was decreed that we would focus on defense in new designs. To give our people a better chance of surviving, should they ever return."

"A sensible precaution," Teal'c agreed.

"And one that could prove useful. If we can adapt these designs to my own work, it could greatly improve things for both the San 'Shyuum and Reclaimers," Light added.

Again, there was a good point to be made there. Goa'uld shields, effective as they were, could always be improved upon. And the Stoic's had truly innovative work in their shielding. While it might not have been as 'advanced' as the Covenant's designs, it was still quite powerful. And that...that could end up proving very helpful, to both San 'Shyuum and human alike. Especially if an alliance could be formed between the two parties.

Speaking of which...

"Oracle, Reclaimer Teal'c!" a San 'Syuum yelled, walking up to the group.

"Yes?" Teal'c asked first.

"The Council has requested your presence," the 'man' replied.

Both Jaffa and Monitor looked at the other, interested in where this could be going. The last time they had been in that meeting room, it had been about forming the alliance. Or reforming, depending on your view of the situation. And now, they were being called back. This could be either very good, or very bad. Either the Council had decided to join the UNSC against the Covenant, or they had decided to sit it out. Neither Light nor Teal'c knew which was the case here, but they couldn't exactly say no.

"Lead the way," Light said, following the San 'Shyuum back to the Council chambers.

When the group reached the chambers again, they found the Council already gathered, talking amongst themselves. This stopped the moment that Light and Teal'c entered the room, with Mastor moving forward and looking down on the pair.

"We have another question," the High Counselor began, "Reclaimer Teal'c...do you truly believe the Reformists and their allies will not stop this war?"

Teal'c nodded solemnly, "They will not, short of complete defeat."

"Do you have experience beyond the Reformists?"

Teal'c seemed surprised by that question, "Indeed."

Mastor nodded, "That was all I needed to know. If you could only use the Reformists as an example, I could not believe you knew their motives."

That...was actually a sensible precaution. Having more than one example in anything is good after all. But the San 'Shyuum wasn't finished, as he turned to Grieving Light this time.

"Oracle...you do know that if we ally ourselves with the Reclaimers, the Reformists will have reason to return and destroy everything we have built...correct?"

Light 'nodded', "I do. However, there is nothing stopping them from doing so anyway. I believe that an alliance would benefit both of us."

Mastor looked curiously at the Monitor. This made Light wonder what she had said, since what she had been saying made sense to her. It wasn't until Mastor started talking again, that things became more clear for her.

"As an Oracle, you are tied to the Forerunner, not the Reclaimers...correct?" the High Councilor questioned.

When he said that, Light realized where the confusion had come from, "I was, yes. But, as a Monitor, my last directive from the Forerunner was to do anything in my power to help the Reclaimers, as they are the successors to the Mantle. So, I am now doing my duty."

"And that has confirmed my choice even further Oracle," Mastor replied with a slight smile, "we will help the Reclaimers against the Reformists and their allies. Die alone, or fight together, if the Reformists should ever discover this meeting taking place. We don't have much of a choice."

And that...was great news for the war against the Covenant.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: I'm not <em>quite<em> satisfied with this chapter, but I hope you all enjoyed it! Hopefully I can have then next one up soon...until then, review and let me know what you think! :D**


	20. Arc 2: The Sentinel Wall

**AN: And now that I'm back at school the update is slightly slower. Oh well, I hope everyone is still here! We'll move back to the Covenant here, and this was fun to write to be sure.**

* * *

><p><strong>Coelest System, Substance, Installation 05<strong>

**9th Age of Reclamation**

* * *

><p>A storm raged on the surface of Halo Installation 05, its weather systems in disrepair after so many years of the Flood outbreak. The center of this storm was over the Library, ringed by its Sentinel Wall. The massive wall stood tall, various models of the Forerunner machines that gave it its name flying around it. Sentinels and Enforcers fought the Flood that was even now attempting to escape, while the smaller repair drones did their best to keep the wall in good shape. Various Covenant, Brute, warships floated around the massive structure, occasionally firing on it. If it were just the wall, they would have long ago breached it, or just flown over it. The problem was the light, almost translucent, blue shield extending in a dome around the wall. It was impossible to get in, even with a drop from orbit.<p>

Thus, the reason a single small Corvette was flying right at the wall. The _Everlasting Solitude_ came to a halt a safe distance away, while a pair of Phantoms detached themselves from its small hangar and flew at an opening in the wall. One of the Phantoms was carrying the Arbiter and his personal guard, while the other carried the Jiralhanae Chieftain and his men. The two dropships landed nearby to each other, dropping their precious cargos onto the silvery Forerunner metal.

"Arbiter, you will take the first path, I shall take the second!" the Chieftain shouted out, running forward with his hammer.

Thel couldn't help but shake his head as he moved more cautiously with the Sword behind him.

"I can smell the Parasite," the Arbiter said, a note of disgust in his voice.

The rest of the Sword didn't even bother sniffing the air. The smell of death and decay so indicative of the Flood was easy to sense. Even the Unggoy in their masks could smell the stench. It didn't help that there were multicolored blood stains scattered across the floor, along with discarded weapons. Thel walked up to a blue stain and picked up a red Plasma Rifle, the weapon still mostly charged despite its condition.

"The Jiralhanae have been sending in assault teams I see," Nar commented, taking the Brute Plasma Rifle from the Arbiter and attaching it to his own waist.

Thel nodded, "Indeed. Why then have they sent us in?"

"Other than the Oracle's word, I would assume they can't handle the Parasite."

"Arbiter!" an Unggoy called out from further in the room.

Upon hearing that, Thel moved forward with the rest of his men, standing next to a massive piece of metal with glowing holograms on each of its four faces. The structure seemed to be recessed into the floor, and, oddly, had a blood stain that seemed to be extending from _under_ it. Almost like it had come down on top of something, which shouldn't have been possible.

"What is this Arbiter?" the Unggoy asked, sounding skittish at the situation they were walking into.

Thel looked thoughtful, clicking his mandibles as he circled the pillar. There was something about it...but what? Cautiously reaching a hand out, the Sangheili leader pressed it to one of the holograms lining the device. As soon as his scaled hand touched the device, the Arbiter felt a slight shock, before a groan began to echo through the room. The Covenant warriors around him raised their weapons, scanning the area for any sign of a trap. As such, only Thel noticed the pillar rising out of the floor at first.

"Interesting," the Arbiter mused, looking at the hole the pillar had revealed.

Stretching into darkness, was a curving passageway. The blood that had been on the pillar was reveled to belong to an Unggoy, its body sitting on an outcropping on the passage.

"I think we have to jump Arbiter," one of the other Sangheili said, "we have been unable to find any other way out of here."

Thel nodded, "Move out!"

The Unggoy, unsurprisingly, jumped first, their screams echoing up from the darkness below. The Kig-Yar went second, holding their shields _below_ them in an impressive display of improvisation. Finally, the Sangheili went down, the Arbiter going last. As the darkness consumed him, Thel heard the pillar retracting back into the floor, and sealing his group in. They were trapped now, unless they could bring the Wall down.

"Remind me to never do that again Arbiter," Nar said, once Thel landed with the rest of his team.

Thel chuckled at that, before turning serious and looking around the area, "Have we found any sign of the controls for the Wall?"

Nar opened his mandibles to answer, when a familiar voice came over their comm systems, **"The controls are further in the Wall. Follow this marker."**

Penitent Tangent's voice had somehow come over their communication systems, and planted a marker on their maps. The Sword looked amongst themselves, unspoken thoughts ranging along the lines of 'how is the Oracle still contacting us?'. Ignoring the problems with that, the Arbiter scanned their surroundings. Unlike the room they had landed in, this one was much larger and more open. A set of walkways crossed a deep chasm, with hexagonal panels on the sides of pillars. A few of the panels bore damage, almost like they had been beaten and torn apart by a Jiralhanae...or a Parasite.

Raising a hand, Thel signaled his troops to activate their Active Camouflage devices. The Covenant Warriors vanished, as they moved forward quietly. Crossing walkway after walkway, all they came across were a few roaming Sentinels. Despite how advanced the machines were, they made no signs of noticing the cloaked Covenant warriors, who continued on their way.

Unfortunately, sneaking around wouldn't work forever. A loud clang echoed from across a bridge, forcing the Arbiter to halt his troops. Not a moment too soon either, as the crushed body of a Sentinel went flying into the chasm below them. Moving from behind the wrecked Forerunner machine was the tip of a...Gravity Hammer. At first, the Sanheili assumed it was the Chieftain they had entered with. This was quickly proven false, as a yellowed and decayed hand and body came into view. It was a Chieftain alright...but a Flood Infected one.

Since they were all cloaked, Thel sent a quick communication to his Sword.

"Move back."

The Covenant warriors backed up, taking positions to ambush the infected Jiralhanae. The Unggoy were pushed up to positions on nearby ledges, while the Kig-Yar angled their shields in front of the few Sangheili in the group. Thel himself had jumped on a platform overlooking the bridge, his sword primed and ready. The Brute Form had no idea that the Covenant were there, as it stumbled forward on broken and disfigured legs.

"Fire!"

A cascade of blue and green plasma bolts, and pink needles hit the Flood Form from all sides. It seemed to retain its shield to some extent, as a shimmering effect took the impacts and kept it alive. A high pitched shriek echoed from its tortured throat, before the Arbiter fell from above, his sword plunging through its drained shield...and through its chest. The infected Brute slumped forward, the sword burning through the Infection Form in its chest. Kicking the body off his blade, Thel deactivated the sword and picked up the fallen Hammer.

He made a small distasteful noise at holding a Jiralhanae weapon, but as the cloak wrapped around the weapon, he still put it on his back, while moving his Carbine to his hands.

"Why are you taking that Arbiter?" Nar asked quietly as the group began moving forward again.

"It is an inferior weapon, but it has its uses," Thel replied just as quietly, "at least I can still use it if it runs out of power."

Nar nodded, and fell back to his guard position as the Sword reached another pillar. Once again the Arbiter stuck a hand to it, and once again the group jumped down a winding passage. If these were any bigger limbs would be broken. As it was, the Covenant troops were still shaken slightly at the end of the drop, the Unggoy stumbling around trying to get feeling back in their short legs.

Once the group had recovered, they moved forward again. This time though, it wasn't a silent walk. For they could hear shouts in various Covenant tongues...in addition to plasma and needler fire.

"Move forward!" the Arbiter shouted, dropping his cloak and raising his carbine...green bolts lashing out at a pair of Infection Forms trying to take a fleeing Kig-Yar.

The rest of the Sword opened fire, this time joined by red plasma from Nar's 'borrowed' Brute weapon. The Covenant forces that had been previously fighting for their lives let out a weary cheer, and turned to fire on the Flood again. With the crossfire from the surviving fighters and the Sword, it didn't take long to down the remaining Flood forms. Curiously, some of them were carrying Sentinel Beams, weapons that the Arbiter had his Sangheili recover for their use against the Flood.

While that was being done, Thel walked up to the ragged group of Kig-Yar and Unggoy that had been fleeing.

"Who is in command here?" he asked sharply.

A Jackal stepped forward, looking at the Arbiter with some amount of disdain in his eyes, "I am Arbiter."

Thel simply ignored the look, quite used to it by this point, "And why were you fleeing from battle?"

The Jackal merely pointed at the corpses of Flood and Covenant alike. It seemed to think that explained things sufficiently...which it _did_, but the Arbiter had a job to do. So he moved past the arrogant Kig-Yar, and stood in front of one of the Unggoy.

"What is past that door?"

"Big monster!" the Grunt replied, sounding frightened by the 'big monster'.

"A Forerunner Enforcer," the Kig-Yar supplied.

Thel clacked his mandibles thoughtfully at that. An Enforcer...something he had seen on the approach to the Wall, but not actually fought before. They were big, had shields, and large weapons if what he had seen them do to Flood was any indication. Not an easy fight, and it made sense that the warriors were fleeing from it, even discounting the Flood.

"I assume it killed your Jiralhanae leaders?" the Arbiter questioned.

"Yes," the Jackal replied.

"Hmm..." the Sangheili leader walked back to the Sword.

"An Enforcer eh?" Nar asked.

"Indeed. I don't trust our brother's to fight it...they are weary and running out of ammunition and power packs."

"We can handle it ourselves Arbiter!" one of the other Sangheili shouted, his green armor rippling slightly as he rose a hand to his chest.

Thel nodded, "That I do not doubt. Kig-Yar!"

"Yes Arbiter?"

"Keep your warriors here and rest. We shall return for you once the Enforcer is dead."

If the Jackal had any doubts, he hid them well as he nodded and moved the surviving warriors to a small alcove where they could rest while keeping an eye out for any Flood or Sentinels. For their part, the Sword checked their own supplies before stacking up behind Thel as he moved to open the door. The moment it slid open, they rushed forward, finding cover behind various walls while the Arbiter active his antique camouflage systems and scouted the room.

And it was a big room at that. The walls stretched into the distance, surround a central platform upon which set several pillars of energy, with one central console. Jiralhanae bodies lay scattered where they had fallen, Kig-Yar and Unggoy corpses littering, and in some cases hanging off walls, the rest of the area. The biggest (no pun intended) problem however, was the massive Enforcer floating above the area. Its shields were active, covering its eyes and keeping anyone from getting close. There was noticeable damage from the previous teams, even so much as one of its 'legs' missing.

That didn't mean it wasn't a threat however...as a stray Unggoy tried to escape and was blown, quite literally, into pieces by super-sized needler rounds.

Moving back before his system ran out of power, Thel walked over to his second in command.

"We aren't going to kill it the normal way Arbiter," Nar said without being prompted.

"No we are not," the Arbiter agreed, "have the Kig-Yar and Unggoy with Plasma Pistols set up positions where they can hit its shields. Needlers are to fire once the shields are down, while the Sangheili join me in getting underneath the Enforcer and tossing Grenades. I will fire one..._one_...shot from my Carbine as a signal."

Once the orders had been relayed, the Sword got into their posts, and sent ready signals to the Arbiter. Thel activated his cloak again, and got to a covered area on the lower level. Raising his Carbine to his eyes, he sighted in on one small gap in the Enforcers shield, right around it's 'eye'. Taking a breath to steady his aim, the Sangheili fired one green radioactive bolt.

The Enforcer staggered back slightly, seemingly confused at the shot that came out of nowhere. This stagger became a full-fledged shudder as several larger green bolts came from several directions and took out it shield. Spinning around, the Enforcer started to fire off its large pink needles, while smaller Covenant needles swarmed in and stuck to its weapons before detonating in brilliant explosions that sent shrapnel flying everywhere. The machine floated down slightly, its programming stunned at the sudden, and well-coordinated, attack. A machine designed to fight basic Flood infections wasn't prepared for Sangheili leadership...especially not Thel 'Vadamee leadership.

"Go!" said Elite shouted, as his counterparts charged from different positions around the platform.

The Enforcer spun, trying to fire weapons that no longer existed. The Sangheili merely kept running, trusting their shields if it managed to fire something off. Once the Elite's were beneath the massive machine, they crossed paths, each tossing a glowing blue sphere up at the Forerunner combat AI before jumping into cover on the edge of the platform. As for the Enforcer? It froze as the Plasma Grenades got brighter and brighter before...

***BOOM***

The combination of half-a-dozen grenades detonating at once blew the machine into several pieces, the surviving leg nearly crushing an unfortunate Kig-Yar. Coughing slightly in the resultant smoke, the Arbiter lifted his head over the wall he was using as cover, and saw no sign of any remaining defenses. The Sword joined him, as he walked up to the central panel.

**"You must deactivate each of the pillars,"** Penitent Tangent's voice echoed through each of their heads.

Thel shook said head, as he waved a single Sangheili to each pillar while he pressed the central button. The first time unlocked the pillars, which each Sangheili then deactivated. The second time opened the wall and started the platform, now revealed to be a gondola of sorts, up. The warriors left in the last room barely managed to jump onto it before it left them behind. As it moved out past the massive doors, bits of Enforcer falling off the sides, Thel and his men watched as the glowing shield around the Library faded.

"We did it Arbiter," Nar said, "we brought the wall down."

The Arbiter nodded his large head, "But we still must retrieve the Index."

The other Elite nodded. Silence then fell upon the Covenant warriors as the gondola continued on its trip. Flashes of lightning lit up the sky, dark red and black hues illuminated by the blue streaks. They had a mission to finish, but they had no idea how to do so. The gondola would take the group into what had been coined the Quarantine Zone...but it wouldn't reach the Library still standing ominously in the distance. Not, as it turned out, that they had to worry about that.

"_Arbiter, I believe you need a transport?"_ a familiar voice came over their radios.

"Rtas?" Thel questioned, seeing a Phantom lowering itself to the platform. And indeed, on one of the open side doors stood a familiar white-clad Sangheili.

"It is good to see you Arbiter!" the Spec Ops commander shouted out, as the Phantom landed next to the Sword and their weary counterparts.

Needless to say, confusion had begun to reign amongst the group, but that confusion went away when a particularly nasty bolt of lightning cleared some clouds and revealed a familiar, and massive, shape in the sky of Halo.

High Charity had arrived. Swarms of ships, large enough to be seen even from the surface of the Ring, surrounded the mushroom shape of the Holy City as it settled into orbit of the Ring. It certainly explained how Rtas had arrived, though it seemed odd it was so timely. Either way though, the Arbiter gave one final look at High Charity before waving his group (and the stragglers) forward to the Phantom.

Thel himself stood next to his fellow Sangheili, as the dropship lifted off.

"How did you know where to find us?"

"The Jiralhanae in command of the fleet told the Prophets of your mission. I was sent in as soon as the shield fell."

That made as much sense as anything, Thel thought...as the Phantom moved towards the Library in the distance...

* * *

><p><strong>1330 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**UNSC Staging Area, Procyon System, Arcadia**

* * *

><p>With the new lead on the <em>Spirit of Fire<em>, Arcadia had reverted to the secondary purpose. Forming a staging area for flanking attacks into former UNSC territories. Thus, a large space station had been constructed in orbit of the devastated world, while supply ships flew back and forth, gathering what little they could from the world. The supplies were being used to stock various raiding groups, since the UNSC lacked the forces to actually _hold_ any of the former colonies at the moment.

"They can certainly make an impression when they want to," Cam said, whistling slightly at the sight of one of only two remaining _Valiant_-class Super-Heavy Cruisers left in the UNSC navy.

The massive cruiser (though still dwarfed by the even _larger_ _Ascendant Justice_ floating next to it) was easily the same size as an Asgard Mothership, and left the _Odyssey_ like a fly buzzing around it.

"No they don't," Sam agreed, "have you heard about that ship the General is working on?"

"_Infinity_? Yeah, she's as big as that Covvie ship," the other Colonel replied, using the UNSC slang for Covenant.

Neither of the Colonels (or Daniel for that matter) had seen Landry or Vala for months. All they could gather was they were working with ONI on some super-special ship out in the Solar System's Oort Cloud. On that note, they hadn't seen _Teal'c_ in months either. SG-1, sans the Jaffa, had been alone on the _Odyssey_ with its (hopefully temporary) UNSC crew for longer than it had taken to get between the Milky Way and Ida.

"Wonder what Teal'c has been up to," Cam mused.

"Trying not to kill the Prophets?" Sam deadpanned.

Cam snorted at that, easily able to see in his imagination how Teal'c would react to meeting the Prophets. When, by all indications, they were just as religiously wacko as the Goa'uld, minus the God-Complex. Then again, the Jaffa was able to control himself, so hopefully that meeting had gone as well as planned. Having an ally of any sort could help.

"Sam!" Daniel's voice came echoing through the bridge as he ran up with a message in his hands.

"Where's the fire Jackson?" Mitchell asked curiously.

"Apparently we're being called to Earth," the archeologist replied.

Both Colonels raised an eyebrow at that. Why would they be recalled to Earth? They hadn't even _been_ to the cradle of humanity, not in this universe. Not that there had been much reason, beyond sentimental value at least, anyway. Reach was the true center of the UNSC, and as such, where the _Odyssey_ had been studied and resupplied. Going to Earth was...while pleasant, a surprise nonetheless. Especially since the _Odyssey_ was always an integral part of any large raid these days.

"Wonder why?" Cam asked out-loud.

"Maybe they want to pick Sam's brain on the _Infinity_," Daniel suggested, with a sly grin at his old friend...who merely punched his arm.

"Possibly, but they have Vala for that. She's eccentric, but she is smart when she needs to be," Sam replied.

Cam was amused by the interactions between those two, but still kept enough attention on running the ship to get it into hyperspace.

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

With the speed of its hyperdrive, it didn't take very long for the _Odyssey_ to arrive at Earth. When it did arrive, a low whistle could be heard on the bridge. While the UNSC Home Fleet had been shrunk somewhat to supply ships to Reach and the Arcadia Base, the sight of _three hundred_ Super-MAC platforms was something to behold. The blue orb of Earth was literally encircled by the powerful stations, more than making up for the (relative) lack of ships. Twenty of those guns had been enough to bleed the Covenant badly at Reach...this was something else.

"No kill like overkill," Cam commented, as the _Odyssey_ was called by Lord Hood.

"Evidently we have to go to Cairo Station," Sam relayed the message.

And, thus, the _Odyssey_ floated forward, its powerful engines crossing the distance to Cairo at a very fast rate. The station grew larger in the viewport, a handful of frigates currently docked at it. The _Odyssey_ herself docked next to a newly built frigate, the _In Amber Clad_. Apparently commanded by Captain Keyes daughter of all people...coincidence?

Either way, SG-1 disembarked their own ship, heading for the center of the massive space station. They passed various marines, loading crates and practicing drills. Say what you will about the UNSC, they certainly kept their people in shape and well-trained. Somewhat more surprising was seeing Miranda Keyes in her dress uniform, with an African-American Sargent next to her.

Hood stood in front of Keyes and the Sargent, looking up when he noticed SG-1, "Ah, you've arrived. I trust there were no problems?"

"Nope," Cam replied.

Hood smiled slightly, "Good. Commander Keyes you know, with her is her Marine commander, Sargent Johnson."

SG-1 nodded at the two UNSC soldiers, before Hood got their attention again, "I've called you all here because Commander Keyes has found something interesting while testing the new sensors installed on her frigate. Commander?"

Miranda nodded and walked forward. A panel, designed by Sam and Halsey, lit up on the wall. On it was a diagram of a city...according to the diagram, New Mombasa in Kenya. Seemingly random so far...why would some African city matter enough to call SG-1 back? Or really any city on Earth for that matter. This view changed when the view on the screen did...for the city went transparent, as..._something_ could be seen deep underneath it. The sensor reading was iffy at best, but there was some metal construct underneath the modern city.

"While on a routine patrol, my crew tested our new sensor array," Miranda began, "we noticed something odd in the vicinity of Mombasa, so I did a fly-by. This is what the sensors picked up."

Sam walked forward, a gleam in her eyes as she looked over the data. Cam and Daniel shared bemused looks, while Johnson merely grunted in amusement. The Colonel ignored that though, carefully studying what the _Amber Clad_ had managed to glean from its limited sensor sweeps. There was something familiar about this...but what?

_"__Odyssey_, can you scan these coordinates?" Sam radioed back to the ship, hoping its more powerful Asgard-designed sensors could get a better reading.

_"Will do Colonel_," the reply came back...and soon after that, came the data.

A new image of the structure was placed next to the old one. The scans by the _Odyssey_ were significantly better, and showed far more detail. Detail that told Sam a grim truth, and all she needed to know. For now...now she understood why the structure under the Kenyan town looked so familiar. Because she had seen something built by the same people before.

"I'm not sure how it got there," Sam said grimly, turning to face the rest of the group, "but that structure is...Forerunner."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. Let me know what you all think! :D<strong>


	21. Arc 2: Recovery and Betrayal

**AN: **** Got to love when the muse actually latches on to something eh? I'm getting this up a fair bit faster than usual. Once again, focusing more on the UNSC here...including the _Spirit of Fire_. _That_ part was almost as fun to write as the Arbiter's last one was. Hope you all enjoy it! :D**

* * *

><p><strong>1745 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**UNSC _Dusk_, Forerunner Shield World 0459**

* * *

><p>With a flash of radiation and purple-blue light, the UNSC <em>Dusk<em> came barreling out of hyperspace, having finally reached its destination. The pitch-black ship slowed slightly, as it activated its stealth systems, up to and including a Goa'uld cloak. On the bridge, the crew looked out and saw a rather shocking sight. For instead of entering orbit of a world, which _should_ have happened if the coordinates from the Steward were correct, they entered a massive debris field. Bits and pieces of silvery metal bounced off the ships light armor, as large pieces floated around them.

"What the hell happened here?" the commander, Richard Lash, asked with a bit of awe in his voice.

"Looks like the planet just...blew up...sir," Lieutenant Joe Yang commented from his sensor station.

Indeed, that _is_ what had appeared to happen. Where there should have been a planet, there was only an asteroid belt of sorts. Bits and pieces of stone and earth were interspaced with Forerunner metals, all floating around. There was no sign of the _Spirit of Fire_ however...just the ruined planetary remains.

"How long has it been like this?" Lash finally asked.

"According to the sensors...about twenty years," Yang replied, "whatever happened here, it happened when the _Spirit_ was around."

That was sobering. Bad enough that something had blown up a _Forerunner_ planet, but if one added in the fact it happened when the ship they were looking for had been in the area...suddenly the odds of the _Spirit of Fire_ still being intact were even slimmer than they had been. And they had been pretty damn slim to begin with.

"Increase the sensor radius," Lash ordered, "there might be something else out there we aren't seeing with all this debris."

It was a long shot, but what other choice did they have?

"I'm picking up...something sir," Yang piped up after some time scanning the area.

"What is it?"

"I can't tell from here...the debris isn't letting me get a clear picture. But it _looks_ like the remains of a trail from _Phoenix_-class engines."

Lash nodded, "Like the _Spirit_. Drop the cloak and pull up the shields. We'll have to go through that debris and I don't want an asteroid hitting something important."

The crew nodded, and with a slight shimmer, the _Dusk_ decloaked. If there had been anyone around to notice, it was still doubtful they would have seen anything though. The cloak was a nice bonus, but the old Prowler systems were still there too. The only way anyone would notice the ship is the slight golden flare of its shields pushing aside debris. As it was, there wasn't a soul in this system who could notice the small Prowler.

Something that was a blessing to be sure. As a Prowler, the _Dusk_ lacked any viable weapons to use on other warships. At best, it could cloak and ring out a nuke next to an enemy. And with the amount of debris, using the cloak was a risk...something made clear as a shattered Forerunner hull-plate careened off the shield. Thus, the _Dusk_ flared its engines and went 'up' relative to the plane of debris. A destroyed planet left a _lot_ of material behind, and it would have taken too long to get through it from end-to-end. Presuming a large piece didn't crush the ship, shield or no shield.

"Clearing the debris in five...four...three...two...we're clear sir," the helmsman reported.

"Sensors?" Lash asked.

The powerful sensors on the UNSC Prowler focused in on the sensor ghost they had received in the debris field.

"Scanning...that trail is definitely from a _Phoenix," _Yang replied, a small bit of hope in his voice, "following the trail...its at the edge of the system, but I have what looks like a ship!"

The small crew looked amongst themselves, relief visible on their faces. After twenty years, none of them had really expected the _Spirit_ to still be around. Aside from the occasional nut who suggested that Cutter had fled the war or defected to an Insurrectionist group, most in the UNSC presumed the ship had been destroyed decades ago. But now...maybe this ship was what they had been looking for. It would be quite the irony, that the 'official' reason for retaking Arcadia actually bore fruit.

"Micro-jump us to that ship. But bring us out far enough away to activate the cloak...I'm not taking any risks here," Lash ordered, keeping his head in the game.

"In case its a Covenant ship sir?" one of the crew asked.

Lash nodded, "I wouldn't put it past the Covvies to have a ship or two out here. Maybe salvagers getting what they can from that debris belt. I know we'll probably start mining it for resources ourselves, if only because we don't have a surplus of Forerunner metal like it does."

That sentence was punctuated by yet another piece of said metal bouncing off the ship as it moved further out and oriented itself for the jump to hyperspace. The _Dusk_ didn't have an AI like Cortana to plot the jump, so it took a bit more time for the helmsman to do it himself. Years of training in Slipspace didn't translate to Hyperspace overnight.

Still though, not even a few minutes after finding the sensor ghost, the _Dusk_ once more launched into hyperspace...popping out not even a handful of seconds later at the edge of the star system. Where a familiar site awaited them, a damaged _Phoenix_ class Colony Ship with the words _Spirit of Fire_ proudly written on its flanks...

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-

Onboard that damaged ship, long-dormant systems began to come to life. On the darkened bridge, a single pinpoint of light came to life, growing brighter by the second. Soon it had coalesced into the familiar form of a human woman, beautiful features looking confused as she used the ships damaged sensor net to try and identify what had 'woken' her from her self-induced slumber. It was said slumber that even allowed her to activate...long after she should have gone rampant.

"What are you?" Serina, the AI of the _Spirit of Fire, _muttered as the radiation that had triggered the override on her systems dissipated.

She didn't recognized the remains of the radiation. It was similar to a ship exiting slipspace, but different at the same time. And try as she might, the AI couldn't actually find a ship in the vicinity. It was possible that a Prowler had come across the _Spirit_, but even the most advanced Prowler could be spotted if one looked hard enough. Still though, regardless of what had awoken her, the fact remained that _something_ was out there. So Serina began activating specific cryopods...namely the bridge crew.

The first of the pods to open was Captain Cutter's, the older man quickly getting to his feet and moving into the bridge.

"Report," Cutter said, sitting down in his chair and looking at Serina.

"The sensors have picked up a flash of radiation similar to a slipspace portal sir," the AI replied, "however, I cannot detect a ship."

Cutter frowned, "A cloak of some sort? And how long have we been drifting?"

"A cloak is probable," Serina agreed, "and it has been twenty-one years sir."

Cutter's frown got deeper at that. The _Spirit of Fire_ had been drifting through space after destroying the Forerunner world for twenty years? What could have happened in that time period? Did the Covenant finally win the war? Or did the UNSC push them back enough to get a cease-fire? So many things could have happened, that the state of the galaxy would probably be completely foreign to the _Spirit's_ crew.

"Receiving a message," Serina broke into the Captain's thoughts.

"Frequency?"

"Standard UNSC broadcast," the AI replied, before the message came through the speakers, _"This is Commander Richard Lash of the UNSC Dusk. Do you read me Spirit of Fire?"_

Neither the Captain or the AI recognized the name of the ship or her commander. Then again, twenty years was enough time for an entirely new generation of soldiers to be trained and put on the front, so there wasn't anything surprising there. And in any case, they were too busy being relieved that it was the UNSC who had found them...even if they still couldn't see the ship in question. Actually, that was a good question...why couldn't they see the _Dusk?_

"This is Captain Cutter of the _Spirit_," Cutter answered the message, "it is good to know the UNSC has found us, but where exactly are you?"

There was momentary silence, before, _"We had to confirm it was still you in command sir. Dropping cloak now."_

With a slight shimmering effect, the familiar shape of a UNSC Prowler took form off the bow of the old colony ship. That was certainly new...the UNSC hadn't even been _close_ to developing an optical cloak of that level when the _Spirit_ had left Arcadia. Certainly not one that could fool an AI of Serina's abilities. Made one wonder what else they had developed in the twenty years the ship had slumbered.

"That's an interesting device you have there," Cutter said, as the _Dusk_ closed formation with the _Spirit_.

_"That's just one new thing we've gotten in the last year,"_ Lash replied proudly, _"that being said, we'll probably upgrade the Spirit back at Arcadia. Is your slipspace drive functional?"_

Cutter frowned, both at the fact Arcadia was evidently still in USNC control despite the fighting retreat he had fought there, and the fact that he didn't even _have_ a slipspace drive to report on.

"I assume you saw the planet, or what was left of it, correct?"

_"Yes we did. We weren't sure what happened there though."_

"That was our slipspace drive. The Covenant found a fleet of, what they called 'Forerunner' ships, hidden at the core of an artificial world. We had to use our slipspace drive as a makeshift bomb at the core of an artificial star powering the world."

Silence came over the comms again, as the crew on the _Dusk_ let that information flow through their heads. An entire _fleet_ of Forerunner warships? That the Covenant had almost gotten their hands on? That could have been disastrous for the UNSC, even with their new upgrades. It also explained two things...what exactly a Shield World was, and why the _Spirit_ had been floating dead in space for twenty years. No slipspace drive meant they couldn't have returned to the UNSC even if they had wanted to. It also caused a problem though...while it _was_ possible to tow a ship through Hyperspace, it required the towing ship to be bigger than the ship being towed. And the _Dusk_ was certainly not bigger than the fairly massive _Spirit of Fire_.

"_That could be a problem. The Dusk isn't large enough to tow you back to Arcadia. Is your ship functional enough to last while we get further aid?"_

"Serina?" Cutter asked.

The AI's body got slightly brighter as she scanned old systems and looked over 'her' ship, "Most systems are intact, if operating at lower than preferable levels. Sitting twenty years without maintenance is hardly a good thing...sir."

Cutter sighed at that, "We're operational, but I don't know if we'll last long enough for you to return to Arcadia and back here. That would be at least a month-long trip."

_"Actually it would only be a couple days at most. We have a Hyperdrive now, something that I'm sure will be explained to you once we get back to Arcadia."_

With that, the _Dusk_ curved away from the _Spirit_ and flashed into a portal that looked like a slipspace one, but different at the same time. Needless to say, none of the still groggy crew had the slightest clue what a hyperdrive was. But if the _Dusk_ could get to Arcadia and back in a couple days, it certainly made things easier.

"Wake up the rest of the crew Serina. I'm sure they'll appreciate the good news," Cutter ordered, setting about getting his ship back into shape.

"Roger that sir," the AI replied with a small smile.

* * *

><p><strong>1500 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Earth, Cairo Station**

* * *

><p>"Forerunner?" Lord Hood asked, a touch of disbelief in his voice.<p>

Sam nodded, "The scans don't lie sir. Whatever is down there is the same technology as Installation 02 and 04...Halo."

The Commander of the UNSC Navy shook his head, "And how did they manage to build something so big, and keep it hidden so long? People have been living there for as long as humanity has existed."

The man made a good point. Or he would have, if they hadn't talked to Grieving Light. Thus, SG-1 knew that it wasn't impossible that the Forerunner had built things on Earth. They had on Arcadia and Reach after all. It would only make sense, especially if Earth _was_ Erde-Tyrene, what Light had mentioned as being where humanity was relocated to after the Forerunner-Human War.

"If they wanted to hide something, they probably could quite easily sir," Sam replied, "I'm more curious what exactly it is."

"Ain't we all?" Johnson said gruffly from the side.

"How are we going to figure that out though?" Hood brought up, "We can't just force everyone out of New Mombasa and start digging. There are millions of people in that city."

"We can keep scanning it to figure out exactly what we're dealing with," Daniel suggested, the archeologist inside of him quite interested in anything Forerunner.

That was about all they _could_ do at this point. Hood was right that trying to excavate would require forcing millions of people to leave their homes and lives, at a time when living space was at a premium in the UNSC. Not to mention they didn't know if the structure had failsafes to prevent tampering or anything like that. It was probably for the best that they merely studied it, and did nothing more. After all, they had an entire Halo Ring to themselves, so whatever this structure was couldn't be more important than that...right?

Of course, Murphy's Law had a liking for messing with SG-1, and that translated to their new friends in the UNSC. For they weren't the only ones to know of the structure.

"Slipspace ruptures sir!" an aid called out.

Everyone on the station shared looks at that. The UNSC had long-since phased out Slipspace drives in favor of the far more versatile Hyperdrives. That could only mean one thing...

"Damn it," Cam said, summing the thoughts of everyone up, "the Covenant found Earth."

A fleet of Covenant warships, lead by three Assault Carriers, came out of Slipspace. The ships halted for a second, seemingly shocked that the humans were actually on Earth. That shock went away quickly enough however, as the fleet flared their engines and began charging headlong at...Africa? Oh damn...they didn't know about the structure did they?

_"This is Admiral Harper, we are engaging the enemy now,"_ a voice came over the radio, as a group of ships lead by the _Valiant_ herself moved forward.

"Belay that!" Hood called out, "something isn't right here...that fleet is tiny by Covenant standards. And they are heading directly for Africa. Is it possible the Covenant know of the structure we found?"

"Wouldn't surprise me," Cam replied, "they know a lot more than we would like anyway."

"Still, we should focus on keeping them away from Earth if they do," Hood said, "get the _Odyssey_ out there and hold them off. We can't orient enough ODPs quickly enough if they blitz us."

"The _Amber Clad_ will help where we can," Miranda added, saluting and rushing to her ship with Johnson.

For their part, SG-1 merely beamed aboard their own ship, the tiny _Odyssey_ moving against the much larger Covenant ships...in time to see an ODP shell from Athens Station blast through the lead carrier. The other ships merely pushed through the debris however, not slowing down in the slightest. As the _Odyssey_ moved forward though, swarms of landing craft split off from the ships, angling at the Super MAC platforms.

Unfortunately for the Covenant, plans had been made for just this eventuality. Flights of Saber fighters moved forward, with Longswords holding back with their more long-ranged weapons, firing into the landing craft and tearing dozens apart. When the Covenant brought in their own fighters, the job of blowing landing craft out of the 'sky' turned to the ODP's themselves, the newly fitted railguns scything them out of the sky. And then what few survived the withering fire blew apart as they collided with the shields.

"That didn't end well for them," Cam said, with a grim smile as the _Odyssey_ swept in and nuked a CCS-class cruiser to pieces.

"No it didn't...but I still don't understand this," Sam mused, as one of the carriers flew right past the _Odyssey_ before the 304 could do anything.

_"Damn it, stop that ship!"_ Harper's voice came over the radio again, as the _Valiant_ and its _Marathon_ escorts fired everything they had at the ship.

Unfortunately, the second carrier drew enough fire off the first one that it was able to slip by, heading straight for New Mombasa. And while the UNSC Home Fleet was busy tearing apart its escorts, the Prophet of Regret continued on the mission he had been assigned by Truth...to find a Forerunner secret, and use it against the humans...

* * *

><p><strong>Installation 05, Quarantine Zone<strong>

**Ninth Age of Reclamation**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, the battle with the Flood continued on Installation 05. The Covenant, now that the Sentinel Wall had fallen, had moved various ships into the Quarantine Zone, firing down on the Flood. It pained the crews to fire on the Holy Ring, but the other option was letting the Flood escape. So as Thel's Phantom moved towards the Library, all he could do was watch as cruisers and frigates fired plasma down on Flood strongholds. Sentinels tried in vain to stop the ships, but even a group of Enforcers were hardly able to dent a shield on a Covenant capital ship.<p>

"So much destruction," Thel muttered, as he watched the carnage outside the dropship.

"I don't believe any of us enjoy seeing the Holy Ring damaged like this Arbiter," Rtas said, standing next to his comrade.

"But none of us would enjoy the Parasite escaping either," Nar added, as he was looking over the troops for any wounds.

Thel nodded, as the Phantom banked around an Enforcer...that was promptly blown to pieces by a passing Seraph. The Covenant weren't playing around this time, they were _very_ determined to get the Arbiter and his team to the Library, as quickly as possible. Thus, the fact that the Seraph pulled up next to the Phantom, escorting it as the dropship approached the menacing Forerunner structure. It wasn't readily apparent how one was supposed to actually _enter_ the Library, however.

"Pilot, do you see an entrance?!" the Arbiter called up to the cockpit.

"No!" the pilot called back.

Thus, the Phantom started circling the Library, looking for a way in. The grey Forerunner metal offered little in the way of a clue, as the spires of the structure pointed into the air, illuminated by fires raging around it. On the third pass though, the Phantom pilot noticed a small opening in the face of the structure, and lowered his craft down to it. Small was a relative term however, as the opening provided plenty of space for the Phantom to fly in. It appeared, judging from the Gondola at the end of the passageway, that it was meant for a Gondola. Nonetheless, the Phantom would suffice.

"I wonder if the Parasite has penetrated, even into the Library," Rtas said, as the Phantom set down next to the inactive Gondola.

"I would not be surprised," Thel replied, readying his 'borrowed' Hammer.

As the Phantom's hatches opened, the Sword (plus Rtas) charged out, and quickly set up a formation around the landing site. The Arbiter walked to the front of his men, looking around the area with a keen eye. The area was empty for the most part, aside from a few destroyed Sentinels. That didn't mean the Flood weren't around however, as the foul stench of the Parasite still suffused the area. In fact, Thel could see blood stains on the occasional surface.

"I will continue on alone," the Arbiter decided, "guard the Phantom."

Nar looked dubious, "Are you certain Arbiter?"

Thel looked back at his second-in-command, "Yes. If I am to regain my honor, I must retrieve the Index on my own. In any case, someone must guard the Phantom."

With that said, the Arbiter shimmered and vanished as his camo systems took effect, while the Sword (and Rtas) guarded the Phantom. Thel moved silently through the halls of the Library, passing Infection Forms and the occasional Carrier Form, but no Combat Forms. None of the Flood made any effort to attack him, even on the occasional time he had to pause to recharge the ancient cloak. There was something distinctly odd about that. This view was reinforced when he reached the central chamber.

For the Index was not alone. The shattered ruins of an Enforcer (or two) lay scattered around the central platform, with obvious Flood tentacles draped across the metal. Thel exchanged the Hammer for his Energy Sword, warily walking towards the floating Index. His eyes scanned the area, watching for any Flood. Yet, none came. The central chamber was eerily empty and silent, not a single sign of the Flood aside from the tentacles and the ruined Enforcer(s).

_The Index...surely it can't be this easy_... Thel thought warily, as he used a piece of the Enforcer as a makeshift bridge to grab the green object.

"Well done Arbiter," a familiar voice said from behind him.

As Thel turned around, he saw the Chieftain that had been in the Sentinel Wall. The Jiralhanae had followed him here?

"What do you want?"

"The Sacred Icon," the Brute replied simply.

Thel growled at that, "Retrieving the Index is my mission Jiralhanae."

The ape actually snorted at that, "A mission given to you by what claimed to be an Oracle. The Prophets have decreed that _I_ am to return it to High Charity."

Thel looked around, seeing more of the apes surrounding him. He growled again, but there wasn't a choice here. He didn't understand what the Prophets were asking of him in giving the Index to a _Brute_, but if what the ape said was true...he had no choice. The Arbiter could not go against the Prophets, such had been true for centuries.

"Very well," Thel said, handing the device over.

"Good...bye Arbiter," the Jiralahane replied, suddenly spinning around and slamming Thel with his Hammer...sending the Arbiter flying down the central path...into darkness.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Remember how I said Arc 2 would be mostly Halo 2Halo 3? This is what I meant. Butterfly effect aside, several events are happening more or less the same. Though in this case, Regret was _sent_ to Earth by Truth, specifically in the hopes of getting him killed while uncovering the Ark (Portal). That got him out of the way at Delta Halo, allowing the betrayal of the Elites to move forward without the Elite-friendly Regret around to mess with his plans.**

**Say what you will about him, Truth isn't stupid. In any case, let me know what you think! I can't believe this story is almost at 500 reviews, and I love seeing people enjoying reading it! :D**


	22. Arc 2: Regret

**AN: ****And we continue marching on. Also...THANK YOU! I never expected this story to hit 500 reviews :D**

* * *

><p><strong>Installation 05<strong>

* * *

><p>Arbiter Thel 'Vadamee groaned as he opened his eyes. The last thing he remembered was retrieving the Index then...being betrayed. Was that Jiralhanae acting on his own, or were the Hierarchs behind it? Thel had seen the Brutes replacing his own people, slowly but surely, after his failure against the Humans. But for one of them to attack the <em>Arbiter of the Covenant<em>...it wasn't possible, was it? Surely, the Hierarchs wouldn't destroy the Covenant when they were starting to struggle against the humans...right?

Of course, those thoughts didn't distract the Arbiter enough that he didn't notice his current situation...namely being held in the air by one of the Flood tentacles he had seen in the Library.

_What is the meaning of this?!_ he thought, trying to grab his Energy Sword to cut himself free.

Before Thel could reach the blade, he felt his body jerked aside as the tentacle retracted towards whatever its source was. As the Arbiter struggled against his bonds, he saw a shadow fall across his body. Looking up, the Sangheili felt an involuntary shudder go through his bones...for towering above him was the largest Parasite he had ever seen. The creature had a recognizable 'head' but below that was nothing but a mass of writhing tentacles.

The 'head' turned to the Arbiter as he continued to struggle and said, **"You have come at last to my grave."**

Thel continued to struggle, "Kill me or release me Parasite! Do not waste my time with talk!"

If anything, the massive Parasite managed to look amused at the Sangheili's continuing struggles to escape, **"Your mind is deluded, and that allowed me to bring you here."**

Needless to say, Thel turned his full attention to the Parasite at that. Something that proved worthwhile, as he saw another tentacle rise up from the floor holding...an Oracle! The red ball of light coalesced into a dirty metal sphere, its red 'eye' staring at the Arbiter. There was visible damage to the Oracle, making it clear it had been captured by the Parasite, not joined willingly.

Thel was shocked to see this, to put it mildly. Oracles were holy to the Covenant...the only one they had ever encountered (aside from the messages from, presumably, this damaged one) sitting in the Dreadnought on High Charity. To see one in this state, and captured by the Parasite...it was hard. And certainly not something the Arbiter had ever wanted to see.

"Greetings, I am 2401 Penitent Tangent, Monitor of Installation 05," the Oracle said, before noticing who 'he' was talking to, "Oh! You are the leader of the group I had retrieve the Index! Hurry, we must activate this Installation at once!"

Before Thel could comment on that, the Parasite shook its massive head dismissively, **"Do you know what this...Monitor...asks you to do? It desires this Ring to be all our graves."**

Thel turned to the Oracle, "What do you mean by activating the Holy Ring, Oracle? Would that not begin the Great Journey?"

Somehow, Penitent Tangent managed to move slightly, in an approximation of shaking 'his' head, "No, no, no! I don't know what you are talking about, but the purpose of this Ring is to destroy all Flood biomass. This is done by firing a pulse across the Galaxy with the other Six Installations, to wipe out all sentient lifeforms capable of feeding the Flood!"

"What?!" The Arbiter shouted...but once again, the Parasite cut off any questions by dragging the Oracle back down into the depths of its 'nest'.

The massive creature moved closer to the Arbiter, its foul breath wafting over his armored body. The mouth moved, almost as if the monster was contemplating something, opening up large enough to swallow the Sangheili whole. But, unlike every other Parasite Thel had ever encountered, it made no move to consume him. In fact, the Parasite began talking once more.

**"Your Great Journey, and his activation are one and the same," **the beast said in its deep voice, **"your leaders have blinded you to the truth!"**

Thel shook his head, "You _lie_!"

**"If you will not listen, I shall show you,"** the monster said, **"I shall return you to where you came, as there is still time to stop the key from turning."**

With that, the Parasite started to throw Thel aside, before the Arbiter saw golden rings of light surround him...then...darkness.

-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-

Once the darkness cleared from his vision, Thel found himself standing on the platform with the ruined Enforcers. Reaching down, he found his Carbine and Energy Sword still in place, though the Hammer had been lost. Quickly drawing the Carbine, the Arbiter ran out into the now empty halls, hearing gunfire echoing from in front of him. Bursting through the last exit, he saw the Phantom he had arrived in...it was burnt by Plasma fire, but still flyable. Surrounding it were the Sword members and the survivors from the Sentinel Wall, fighting with a group of Jiralhanae and Yan'me.

Not even questioning the situation, Thel quickly brought his rifle to his shoulder and fired on the lead Brute. The green cone of radioactive energy melted a hole in the side of the ape's head, quickly bringing it down. His comrades turned around, and suddenly found themselves under attack from two directions. Continuing to run forward, Thel switched for his Energy Sword, and primed a plasma grenade in his other hand.

"Die beasts!" the Arbiter shouted, hitting one of the flying Yan'me with the grenade before decapitating a Jiralhanae with a quick swing from his sword.

Ducking under a swing from an enraged Brute, Thel brought his sword up and cut into its outstretched arm, as the plasma grenade detonated and burned the beasts back while blowing most of the insectoid fighters into pieces. The Jiralhanae roared and flinched backward at the pain from two directions, before a blue ball of plasma burned through its skull, dropping it to the floor.

"Arbiter!" Nar called out, lowering his smoking Plasma Rifle as Thel stood to his full height.

Moving over to his comrades, Thel asked, "What happened here?"

Rtas stepped forward, "We were waiting for you to return as you requested Arbiter..."

"...when a Jiralhanae Chieftain went after you. After a while he returned with the Sacred Icon, and ordered his troops to attack us. He left in another Phantom while our own was forced down. Then you returned," Nar finished.

Thel shook his head slightly. Nothing made sense anymore...the Oracle captured by the Parasite, the Jiralhanae betraying the Covenant...or the Prophets ordering them to do so. He had to figure out what was going on outside of the Library, to know if this was just a rouge Chieftain out for glory, or a deliberate attempt to eliminate him.

"Have you been able to contact the _Everlasting Solitude_?"

"Not as of yet Arbiter," Nar replied.

Thel shook his head again, before boarding the Phantom with the rest of the surviving troops. The pilot had been killed when the transport was forced down, so the Arbiter took the controls himself, flying the purple craft out of the Library...into a sight that made even his blood run cold. For shattered hulks of Covenant warships lay scattered around the Quarantine Zone, still fresh fires burning around them. Only one still seemed to be flying, and that was his own Corvette, that had taken shelter in the area directly next to the Library, and out of sight of Jiralhanae ships.

"By the Prophets," Rtas said, clenching his fist in anger.

"Precisely," Thel replied, his own anger showing in his voice, "by the order of the Prophets, if what the Jiralhanae said is to be believed."

Angling for his Corvette, Thel couldn't help but wonder what had brought this about. After all, what could possibly have convinced the Hierarchs to order the destruction of the Sangheili? For that was the only way to explain the burning ships. And then...there was what the Parasite had claimed...that Halo would not save the Covenant, but kill them all.

He had to get to High Charity, and uncover exactly what was true...and what were lies.

* * *

><p><strong>1530 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Earth**

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, back at Earth, things had gone bad. Regret's Carrier had managed to drop into a hover over New Mombassa, while the rest of his fleet had been destroyed. And there wasn't a single thing that could be done to shoot that carrier down...it was too large, and God only knew what a Super-MAC shell could do to the Forerunner structure under the city, even leaving aside that would be killing millions of civilians.<p>

However, there was another option. A group of cruisers formed up over the city (and over the Covenant warship), and powered up newly installed systems. These systems had replaced the old drop-pods, and were situated in the ODST drop bays. The systems in question? They were beaming systems, designed to allow the Shock Troopers to reach the surface quicker, and safer, than in their old pods. It had the added bonus of being able to beam through Covenant shields that were not designed to stop such an attack.

"Alright, you all know your jobs!" an ODST by the name of Buck shouted out, walking amongst the Troopers, "take the engine room and bridge, and kill anything in-between!"

"Oorah!"

"We're ready to beam down," Buck relayed to the bridge, once all the troops had been situated.

_"Roger that...beaming...now!"_ the bridge officer replied, as white light surrounded everyone in the drop bay.

Down above New Mombassa, the Covenant had no idea what was happening. One second they were preparing to land their own troops in the city, to clear it of humans in preparation for finding the Holy Artifact. The next, white light dropped hundreds of humans _inside_ their ship. The ODST's, for their part, were still somewhat disoriented from the beaming, but quickly recovered.

Submachine guns and assault rifles barked as the men and women started firing into shocked Covenant, who didn't even have time to ready weapons before they were gunned down. Once their initial drop-off areas were clear, the ODSTs started to move in two different directions. One group headed to secure the engines, while the other moved on the bridge, to take control of the ship and capture the Prophet of Regret.

"Dare, do you have the Prophet in sight?" Buck quietly asked into his radio as he lead his own group down side-passages to the bridge.

_"Roger that,"_ a female voice replied...the resident ONI spook having beamed aboard the ship early, _"he has not left the bridge since the alarms sounded. Honor Guards are taking up positions around the entrances however."_

"Can you hit any of them from your position?"

_"The cloak is good, but it isn't _that_ good Buck,"_ Dare's voice sounded exasperated, _"I can get a grenade on one group from the north. If you can reach that group, I would recommend it."_

Buck didn't reply, he just waved his group forward. At the front of the group was an ODST nicknamed 'Rookie'. The man was new to the team, but his tendency to be extremely quiet was a virtue here, since he would be the first to notice any Covenant and could warn the rest of the squad, and by extension the rest of the assault force heading for the bridge. The plan was to avoid any entanglements however...if the Covenant knew they were coming for the bridge (something they knew the location of thanks to the _Ascendant Justice_) they would likely reinforce it.

Of course, no plan survives contact with the enemy...as a swarm of red and blue plasma fire flew down the corridor, downing two ODST's who were caught in the crossfire.

"Down!" Buck barked out, dropping to his stomach.

The rest of the strike force followed suit, returning fire with whatever weapons they had to hand...including a sniper rifle in the case of Romeo, a member of Bucks own Squad. All of them were spraying bullets down the hall, and if the roars of pain were any indication, they were at least hitting _something_. Continuing to crawl forward, Buck took up a position next to the Rookie, who had crouched in a slight bend in the hall and was carefully aiming down the scope of an M6C pistol. Right before Buck could tap him on the shoulder to get a report, a trio of bullets came out of the pistol in quick succession...and a Brute dropped to the deck, blood poring from three bullet holes in its forehead.

Shaking his head slightly to wipe the shock, Buck tapped the Rookie. The silent man turned his head, helmet obscuring his face. Buck pointed down the hall, communicating silently in case the Covenant were listening in on their transmissions. The Rookie replied by holding up five fingers, pointing to the left, then putting up three and pointing to where the Brute was...before dropping one of those fingers.

"So we've got five on one side, and two on the other?" the Sergeant asked.

The Rookie nodded, before ducking as a piece of shrapnel flew a bit to close for comfort. The ODST pushed his submachine around the curve this time, firing a quick burst that seemed to hit an Elite judging from the sound of the angry roar...hit, but not kill.

"I'm thinking we should have brought heavier weapons Sarge!" another one of Buck's squad, Mickey, called out.

"Can it back there and keep shooting!" Buck shouted back...even if he did agree, as he fired his own MA5C.

The ODSTs, for all their training and armor, were not Spartans. They couldn't just charge up and beat the enemy to death, as the two dead men in the hall empathized. Still, as an Elite fell to Buck's fire, they were making progress. But the longer it took, the sooner the Covenant could get more forces into position. Even though the other pushes to the bridge would still move forward (especially the one with the Spartans that had also beamed aboard) they couldn't afford to take too much time here.

Thus...

"Fire in the hole!" Mickey shouted, tossing several grenades down the hall.

Roars of indignation echoed...before a fairly sizable explosion drowned them out, and sent chunks of armor and bodies flying in every direction. Buck and the Rookie moved from their cover, VISRs active to see through the smoke from burning power conduits. The two warily moved to where the Covenant had been...and had died. Not a soul was in sight, alive anyway.

"Move up!" Buck shouted back, as the strike force continued on their path...while other teams moved through the rest of the ship.

-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-HSG-

"No Covenant in sight," Kelly said over Blue Teams radio.

"Roger that," John replied, moving forward under his cloak.

Behind him came three other Spartan-II's...Will, Fred, and Grace. All of the Spartans were under Sodan cloaks, using the stealth the cloaks provided them to move past the Covenant quicker than just shooting their way through. Not that there were that many Covenant around anyway...it seemed that the ODST's were doing a fine job of drawing all the guards onto them instead of the Spartans, who were moving through a less-traveled passageway identified on the _Ascendant Justice_. The passageway seemed to be mostly used by the Engineers (a handful of whom had been found alive on the _Justice_ and since transferred to the _Infinity_), and that meant the Covenant weren't guarding it.

Security aboard alien warships had proven to be rather lax really, though one could hardly blame them for being shocked when hundreds of humans appeared out of thin air...naturally the mostly ignored Engineer tunnels would be left unguarded when they had bigger, or at least more obvious, problems with the ODST troops.

"Elite ahead," Kelly's voice came back, leading to the Spartans halting their movement.

Unlike a Covenant cloak, the Sodan cloaks (by virtue of transferring the user to another dimension) didn't leave a noticeable shimmer effect. Because of that, the Elite never saw Kelly bringing her knife into his throat. Once the body stopped struggling, the female Spartan moved it aside and Blue Team continued to move forward.

_"We're nearly at the bridge,"_ Cortana's voice said in the Chief's 'head'.

Indeed, the Spartan's enhanced hearing could pick up the sound of frantic shouting. It was in a different language, but the translators built into their armor allowed the humans to understand what was being said.

"Do not allow the Humans to take this ship! The Holy Artifact is here, and we _shall_ find it!"

Taking advantage of the distraction that this shouting created, the Spartans carefully crept through an unguarded door onto the bridge. With the bridge being buried deep in the hull of the Assault Carrier, the only lighting was from the consoles and the sparse overhead lights. This was little trouble for the Spartans with their enhanced eyesight, but it made it even harder for the Covenant guards to see the door opening that let them in.

Still, these guards were not small in number...at least a dozen of the highly trained Honor Guards were gathered around the room, energy swords out and activated. There was twice that number of Grunts and Jackals with their own plasma pistols and needlers drawn.

"Four Honor Guards by the Prophet, two more by each door," Will reported as he scanned the room.

"Kelly north door, Will west, Fred south, Grace east," John ordered.

Acknowledgment lights flashed as each of the Spartans moved to position, with John himself retracting a blade from his gauntlet behind the most ornately armored Honor Guard. Each of the Spartans waited for a signal to begin their attack...a signal that came in the form of an explosion from the hallway. Evidently the ODSTs had gotten close enough that Dare had used her grenade (Cortana was monitoring _all_ transmissions). The Honor Guards surrounding the room had braced and raised their weapons towards the doors...a critical mistake.

For four Spartan-II supersoldiers decloaked in their midst, and immediately opened fire with assault rifles and shotguns. With the exception of the Master Chief, who brought his knife into the back of the head Honor Guard, quickly killing him before pulling the blade out and blasting the other Guards with a shotgun. Within a matter of seconds, it was all over. Blood leaked out into the deck, while the Prophet of Regret floated in stunned silence at the speed and brutality with which his guard had been killed.

"Demons!"

Of course, that didn't last long. A golden light flashed from the ornate chair the Prophet was floating in, blasting Will into a wall. It didn't pierce his shield however, and the Spartan was quickly returning fire with his rifle-aimed at the chair, not the Prophet. But it wouldn't have mattered where he had aimed, as a golden shield came to life around the chair, reflecting all the bullets.

_"That shield is strong Chief,"_ Cortana reported as John ducked a blast from the Prophet, _"I don't think we have the firepower to bring it down from a distance."_

"Melee?" the Chief asked, firing a blast from his shotgun.

_"Possibly. That or get close enough to use a Zat on him."_

Nodding his head ever so slightly, John sent a quick handsignal at the other Spartans. They flashed their acknowledgment lights, and began to focus fire on Regret from multiple directions. The Prophet spun around, firing repeatedly, but not managing to hit anything. He was blasting bodies and pieces of consoles all around however, creating a maelstrom of flying debris that would have killed lesser humans.

Not the Spartans however, as they merely took the hits and kept firing. Except for John, who had once again activated his cloak. Moving forward under the distraction of the rest of Blue Team, John pulled out his Zat, and jumped onto the Prophet's throne. Decloaking to use his weapon, Regret saw nothing but a massive green form towering over him, and tried to shake the Chief off.

"Unhand me Demon!" the Prophet shouted...before John fired his Zat.

The blue lightning skittered across the Prophet's body, shaking it before spreading to the throne and deactivating its sensitive components. John jumped off the throne before it hit the ground, keeping his Zat aimed at Regret. The gunfire outside had stopped too, as ODSTs began to filter onto the bridge. Even with the helmets up, it was obvious that the elite, but normal, humans were shocked at the devastation wrought by the Spartans...something John and his team were more than familiar with.

"Is the Prophet alive?" an ODST in recon-styled armor asked.

John looked down and put a hand on Regret's neck. Unfortunately...it seemed the Prophet's body was too frail. So the Spartan shook his head in the negative.

"Damn it," Dare cursed, "did you use a Zat?"

"Yes," the Chief replied.

Dare sighed, "So even that is too strong. We'll need tranquilizers then."

That was the smallest of their problems though. For, unnoticed by anyone, the Covenant crew had been in the midst of a task when the Spartans had ruined the bridge. The first anyone knew of what was going to happen was when one of them noticed a console lighting up, even more so than normal. Fred ran over to it, joined by Dare. The two looked over the unfamiliar controls, before a gasp drew their attention.

Looking back up, the Spartan and ODST saw a view from the external cameras...a view of a slipspace portal forming!

"Damn it! Someone abort the launch!"

"We can't," Cortana's voice came from John's helmet speakers, "it is already set, there is nothing we can do to stop it this far along."

Thus, the crew could do nothing but watch as the city of New Mombassa was damaged by the slipspace rupture...then...darkness. The destination was unknown, but one thing was certain, they still needed to clear this ship out. And they needed to do it before they arrived at whatever the destination programed into the ship was. Still, they could at least try and stop the ship early.

"_Insert me into the system Chief,"_ Cortana said, inside the helmet this time.

John didn't reply, he just reached up to his helmet, and removed Cortana's chip. He then moved his armored fist next to an intact console, a flash of blue light announcing Cortana merging with the data stream of the Carriers systems.

"Hmm...roomy in here," the AI mused, "scanning the systems...the Covenant are locking down every area they still control. I'm detecting at least one thousand surviving soldiers. Mostly Grunts, but there are Elites and Brutes in the groups too."

"Where exactly are they," Buck asked, readying his submachine gun to jump back into the fray.

"Mostly clustered around hangars," Cortana replied, "there are a few near the engine rooms too, but the rest of the strike force are pushing them back."

Buck nodded, and moved out with most of his men, a token force staying behind to guard the bridge. John turned to Blue Team, and nodded at Fred and Grace. The other two nodded back, accepting the mission of guarding the bridge. For their part, John and Kelly reactivated their Sodan cloaks and moved out to hit the hangars. The mission was simple...clear the ship of any and all Covenant forces before they arrived at its destination.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. I actually meant to include another Arbiter part to the chapter, but the raid on Regret's ship wrote itself I swear :P<strong>

**Incidentally, it is possible a Zat wouldn't kill a Prophet, but the Halo series makes a point of stating how physically weak they are, so I could just as easily see it killing them. The only real outlier there is the fact you don't just punch Regret's head clean off in H2, but that could be considered gameplay. Either way, for story purposes, it killed him.**

**I hope to see more reviews from everyone, it lets me know I'm doing my job well ;)**


	23. Arc 2: The Great Schism

**AN: Sorry for the delay.  
><strong>

* * *

><p><strong>Orbit of Installation 05, 9th Age of Reclamation<br>**

* * *

><p>The <em>Everlasting Solitude<em> left the atmosphere of Halo, flaring its engines as the small ship climbed higher into space. Around it, balls of flame fell back towards Halo...shattered hulks of Covenant warships. The small corvette dodged around the ruined warships, suddenly seeming very small indeed as half an Assault Carrier fell past it. All this devastation was centered on High Charity herself, the massive space station lit up in the dark as blue and red bolts of plasma crisscrossed over it as the Second Fleet of Homogeneous Clarity tore itself apart. While chaotic to an extreme, there was an organization to the madness nonetheless...something that someone as skilled as Arbiter Thel 'Vadamee would pick out.

"The Jiralhanae have betrayed us," the Sangheili growled, "and so to have the Prophets."

For when one examined the chaos closer, they would see the Jiralahane controlled ships of the Second Fleet attacking the Sangheili ones...though there did seem to be some Brutes who stood by the Elites, though they were very much in the minority. The reason the Arbiter included the Prophets? High Charity's own defenses were firing on Sangheili and 'Loyalist' as Thel had termed them, Jiralhanae ships. Those defenses were under direct control of the Prophet of Moderation, and thus, proof that this was not a Jiralhanae coup.

"The _Revenant _ is approaching," Nar reported, having taken up a station on the bridge, "Plasma Lines are charged and targeting us Arbiter."

Thel cursed, "Attempt to contact our brothers. We can not fight a frigate on our own."

Small by Covenant standards it may have been, the _Revenant_ would be perfectly capable of vaporizing the tiny _Everlasting Solitude_ if it got even one hit in.

"_Lawgiver_ received our request and is providing support," Rtas reported this time, as a large Carrier fired a plasma torpedo at the Jiralahane ship. The frigate was knocked off course, and the gap this formed allowed the _Solitude_ to continue on its path towards High Charity. It would never arrive.

"Slipspace rupture!"

A swirling vortex of energy formed off the bow of the _Solitude_, neatly severing the _Revenant_ in half. Out of the vortex came the distinctive hooked bow of an Assault Carrier. Plowing aside what was left of the frigate, the Carrier came to a sudden halt, doing nothing to attack either side in the sudden Civil War. It was possible the crew was just in shock, but Thel somehow doubted that...Jiralhanae would jump right into any battle, and the same was true of Sangheilli if their brothers were being slaughtered.

So who was in command of this Carrier? And _which_ Assault Carrier was it? Turning to his trusted second in command, Thel asked Nar that very question. The red-armored Sangheili manipulated his controls, and looked for the identification tag of the Carrier. When he found it, Nar looked as shocked as he ever had.

"Its the _Solemn Penance,_" the younger Sangheili answered, "Regret."

Considering the betrayal by the Prophets, that should have prompted problems. However, if _any_ of the San 'Shyuum would stay loyal to the Sangheili, it was Regret. It would also explain why the ship had yet to open fire...Regret would likely be attempting to contact Truth and Mercy, to ascertain what was going on. On the other hand, Regret was by _far_ the most impulsive of the Prophets. It made little sense for him to wait to do _anything_. Leave alone a battle like this. And they couldn't pick up any signals coming from that ship.

But what could the _Solitude_ do about it? If the frigate would have killed them, that carrier could simply fire its pulse laser turrets and have enough firepower to obliterate the shield-less _Solitude_. That being said, something had to be done or they could be caught in the crossfire if either side of the civil war decided to open fire on the ship. Best to figure out what was going on with Regret, as soon as possible. How to do that though...no choice...

"Land in the hangar," Thel ordered, reloading his carbine.

"Arbiter?" the helmsman, a Kig-Yar, asked.

"If Regret is aboard that vessel, I will get answers from him," the Arbiter replied grimly.

The Kig-Yar nodded hesitantly, and changed course away from the battle raging around High Charity, and towards the silent _Solemn Penance_. The vessels hangars responded to the codes sent by the _Everlasting Solitude_...but there was no welcoming party. The massive hangars were empty aside from the Spirit and Phantom dropships needed for any invasion the vessel supported. Not even any Huragok were present. The corvette set down in the designated position for a ship of its size (the same area as on the _Ascendant Justice_) before Thel and a strike force disembarked from his vessel.

The Arbiter, Nar, Rtas and their escorts had their weapons raised as they left the corvette, ready for an ambush. Regret had Jiralahane aboard his vessel, and it was entirely possible some of them might try and kill the Arbiter of the Covenant, just like that Chieftain had done. As it turned out, the hangar truly was empty, not a soul in sight. The vehicles were there but there was no sign of the crew, or any signs of battle that might have killed the crew...at least not in the expansive hangar bays.

"What has happened to the crew?" Rtas wondered, as Nar opened a hatch to the interior of the Carrier.

The hatch opened silently, revealing a dark hallway with signs of battle littering it. Discarded plasma weapons littered the floor, and Thel could barely make out a pile of bodies in the distance. It was obvious someone had made battle in these halls. What was more damning, however, was the golden glint scattered over the floor. Leaning down to pick one up, the Arbiter growled and crushed the debris in his hands.

"Humans..."

* * *

><p><strong>Meanwhile...<strong>

* * *

><p>Regret's carrier, by now identified as the <em>Solemn Penance<em> was finally coming out of its slipspace portal. The ODSTs and Spartans had long since cleared out the ship of any stragglers, leaving the vessel much like its sister _Ascendant Justice_...fully under human control. Or, rather, fully under AI control. Cortana was like a kid in a candy store, looking through everything inside the ship's database. Schematics, Covenant deployment patterns...the location of their capital. And wasn't _that_ an interesting find. High Charity...that station was larger than anything short of a Halo Ring.

Needless to say, she wasn't looking forward to having to assault that thing with anything short of a NOVA. Unfortunately, by all indications, the ship _was heading there_. She didn't know for sure, as some data had been deleted before she could reach it...but it still seemed from communications that Regret was to return to High Charity if his fleet were destroyed. Word of Reach seemed to have spread through the Covenant ranks if they had a formal retreat order in place.

"Cortana," John's voice interrupted the AI in her thoughts, "where are we?"

Shaking her head, Cortana focused the external sensors of the _Penance_ on the surrounding area. Now that it was out of Slipspace, the sensors had come back online...though the amount of conflicting data nearly overwhelmed them. And likely would have if not for her filtering the data. The single biggest piece of data was something she had certainly not wanted to see...

"Bringing up the cameras now," Cortana said, sounding more subdued than normal.

For when the cameras came online, the sight greeting the impromptu crew drew curses from the ODST's that knew what they were seeing, and narrowed eyes from the Spartans. Floating in orbit of a gas giant was another Halo. It wasn't Installation 02 or 04, so this had to be a new Halo...and then they saw the swarms of Covenant warships floating around it.

"The Covenant found a Halo?" Fred asked.

"They can't know how to use it," Dare said cautiously, "or they would have by now."

"I don't think they _want_ to use it," Buck commented casually.

The comment was easy to understand, when the cameras zoomed in on the massive structure, something Cortana knew to be High Charity, in the distance. Weapons fire and Covenant ships being blown to pieces. This could only be a civil war in the making...or a revolt of some sort. Regardless of what it was, the fact remained that the Covenant were blowing each other apart. Realistically, the ships should have gone back into Slipspace, now that Cortana had full control...leave the Covenant to blow themselves apart.

But the Halo threw a wrench into that plan. Even with the Covenant killing each other, that Ring couldn't be left intact. Installation 02 was one thing...the UNSC were the only ones who knew of its existence, and Grieving Light's main body was still there keeping it safe. Leaving a ring the Covenant knew of intact was a _very_ bad idea, on multiple levels.

"A corvette is trying to land in the hangar," Cortana reported, breaking into the crew's thoughts.

"Can you destroy it?" Kelly asked.

"Easily," the AI replied.

"Don't," John said.

Everyone turned to look at the Chief, only the Spartans and Cortana getting even an inkling of what was going through his head. Turning his visor out to the 'crew' John began to walk to the exit of the bridge.

"The crew of that corvette can't be very large," the Spartan began, "we are still under standing orders to capture Covenant technology whenever possible. And if we can take the crew captive, we will know more about what is going on here."

Dare nodded thoughtfully, "The Chief has a point. Alright, relay orders to the rest of the strike force...make themselves scarce and let the Spartans handle capturing the Corvette."

John nodded at the female ODST as the Spartans activated their cloaks once more and slipped out into the hallway. The super-soldiers would normally be doing so to sneak up on, and kill, any Covenant they found. This time it was different...none of the _Penance_'s crew had been captured alive. With the revelation the Covenant had found another Halo and seemed to be in the grips of a Civil War, it suddenly became important to secure intelligence however, and whenever, possible. The quickest way to do so was to capture sufficiently high-ranking Covenant soldiers.

The fact that this would allow them to capture another Covenant warship was a bonus to be sure. Even with bot the _Faith_ and _Justice_ under their control, having more ships could only be a good thing.

"Elites," Kelly reported sometime later.

Kneeling in the hallway was an imposing Elite in armor that none of the Spartans recognized. It looked more ceremonial than functional...even more so than the Honor Guards had been. Then there was the Covenant soldiers behind the kneeling Elite. All of their armors resembled the first Elites to some extent (with the exception of the Spec Ops Elite). What was odd, was the fact that...aside from the red-armored one, they were all wearing _green_. The Covenant never wore green armor, so something was seriously off there.

That being said, it wasn't the Spartan's job to contemplate things like that. As the Elite got back to his feet, the Spartans fired a barrage of Zat fire from under their cloaks. The Elite's shields held for the first couple blasts, but soon enough the Covenant warriors were down for the count. The Spartans moved into the docked Corvette, continuing their methodical work before moving the Covenant soldiers to the brig aboard the _Penance_...now shaking slightly as Cortana was forced to take evasive maneuvers to avoid fire from Covenant ships that had finally noticed the Assault Carrier's arrival...

* * *

><p><strong>1600 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Earth**

* * *

><p>"Damn it, he got away," Cam said, looking out the bridge of the <em>Odyssey<em> as the displaced 304 floated over what was left of New Mombassa.

While the outskirts of the town were intact, the center bore definite scars from the slipspace rupture. It was burning in parts, and buildings had just...vanished. Scans of the Orbital Elevator showed it was barely holding itself together. SG-1 didn't even want to think of how many people had died in the center of the city...especially those who had been in buildings lost in slipspace. Thus the reason the _Odyssey_ was floating around the city...providing relief efforts while Sam and Kalmiya worked to figure out the path the Covenant ship had taken.

This was more difficult than one would think, as a slipspace portal was harder to judge than a hyperspace trail as far as telling the destination goes. Not impossible, especially not with hyper-advanced Asgard sensors, but not easy either. Thankfully, they had one of the smartest women in _any_ reality, along with the 'prototype' of Cortana working on the problem. All in all, if these two couldn't figure it out with this ship, nothing could.

"For now at least," Sam replied, deep in her work, "not forever though."

_"Are you certain you can track that Carrier?_" Miranda Keyes asked over the radio, her own _In Amber Clad_ floating nearby...unofficial escort of the _Odyssey_ after the last mission.

"Give me enough time, and I can track anything," Sam replied confidently, "how are the scans on the structure?"

With the _Odyssey_ focusing on tracking Regret's carrier, the _In Amber Clad_ was using its less advanced sensor net to keep an eye on the Forerunner building. None aboard either ship knew what a slipspace rupture would do to the structure, and they had to make sure it wouldn't blow up or something. Especially not when the entire remaining populations of Old _an__d_ New Mombassa had to be evacuated...such was the size of the structure. Even the nearby town of Voi was considered in the danger zone if the thing activated.

"_As of now, nothing new,"_ Miranda replied, sounding faintly relieved, _"it's more__ exposed than it was, but otherwise..._"

That was a relief. One less thing for the crews of both vessels to focus on, allowing more work to be spent on the tasks they had set already. At least until something started making a very ominous noise that could be heard over the engines of the respective ship.

"Sam...what am I hearing?" Daniel asked.

"The elevator..."

The tortured structure, long the center of life in the city...perhaps the entire African coast, was swaying dangerously. While the elevator had been designed to take heavy stresses by default, it hadn't been designed to hold its integrity in the event of a slipspace portal going off right next to it. It was something of a miracle the structure had survived this long...that didn't mean it was good to see it sway like that.

"Evacuate everyone!" Cam shouted.

Orders went out to Pelicans, Warthogs and other transports. People were rushed out of houses, leaving their lives behind in the hopes of escaping before the Elevator came down. It would never be enough warning however...not with how large the Orbital Elevator was. With a final rending crash, the hoops of the elevator began snapping in half, sending the structure into even more of a sway. The _Odyssey_ and _In __Amber Clad_ moved away, barely dodging the elevator as it finally came crashing to the ground.

Smoke filled New Mombassa, as buildings collapsed and the elevator was left a ruined mess, with only a small section near the bottom intact. The city itself was left even more of a ruin. It would take years to repair the damage, if indeed it were ever repaired...the UNSC had access, almost, to the Forerunner structure and it may just be easier to demolish what was left of the town now.

That would be in the future however, as soon after the elevator fell to the ground, Sam finished her calculations.

"I know where the Carrier is," the resident scientist of SG-1 said, pulling up a star chart, "it should be in this star system."

"Well what are we waiting for?" Cam asked.

After getting permission from Lord Hood to try and find the Carrier (a full complement of ODSTs and five Spartans was too valuable an asset to _not_ try and find) the ship prepared to leave. Miranda Keyes had to come along however, as Hood wanted a UNSC ship with the _Odyssey_ at all times, if possible, to avoid SG-1 speaking for the UNSC anymore. SG-1 could understand where he was coming from too...it made sense to keep a UNSC ship nearby if they came across another Halo or something like that. Didn't mean they particularly _liked_ having a baby-sitter though. Not that Miranda liked it either, but that's a moot point...orders were orders, and right now SG-1 was part of the UNSC command structure. Albeit with a lot of freedom, but still part of the overall human command structure, to avoid issues.

Thus, both ships left behind the burning city of New Mombassa, heading back into orbit. Once they had cleared the debris field left behind by Regret's fleet, the two ships entered hyperspace windows. Neither crew knew exactly what they would find, nor could they really be prepared for what they would find either...not even SG-1...

* * *

><p><strong>AN: I also apologize for the shortness of the chapter. School was kicking my behind back and forth for awhile there. Thankfully I'm on break now, so that shouldn't be an issue anymore. Also consider this chapter as an interlude (not an Interlude though...still Arc 2) before we get into more important stuff. I hope everyone still likes it!<br>**


	24. Arc 2: New Friends?

**AN: Three things to apologize for. First, I'm sorry the length of this chapter is rather short. Bad writers block does not make writing fun.  
><strong>

**Second: Related to the writer's block...I'm sorry for how long it took to update. I had no real inspiration for ACOF, so I concentrated on my new Fable fic instead. Now that it's done, hopefully I can get this story finished (writing) within a month or so.**

**Third: This story is going to be cut short. No, I'm not abandoning it...far from that actually. What I _am_ doing, is dropping Arc 3, which would have been post-H3 in Halo. Why? I haven't read the post-H3 novels, and have no way _to_ read them, at least for now. The other reason is just as simple...Halo 5. Until that comes out, I have no clue where the Halo story is going. Thus, I don't want to do H4 until I can know where the story goes after that...and because of that, Arc 3 has to go. Just assume H4 either doesn't happen (if I don't like where 343 takes the story), or that its delayed for some reason or another.**

**As a result, _this _story will end in the next few (3-5 probably) chapters. I _am_ in the planning stages of a sequel (tentatively titled 'Halo: The Ori War') for the SG-verse though.**

**I hope no one has any issues with that...**

* * *

><p><strong>2000 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Installation 05  
><strong>

* * *

><p>The battle around High Charity continued to rage on, as the Covenant tore itself apart. Ships of both sides burned and exploded, lighting up the night. An Assault Carrier was the only Covenant vessel in the area <em>not<em> participating in the battle, as it moved to cover around the Halo. This ship was the _Solemn Penance, _flagship of the Prophet of Regret. At least, that was what it was to the Covenant, on both sides of their Civil War. The fact was, though, that the ship was not under Covenant control any longer.

And the human crew could still barely believe their eyes as they watched the hated enemy tear itself apart.

"Well," Buck began, "can't say I'm sorry to see this."

Dare snorted, "_I_ am. At least when the Covenant were united we _knew_ what we were fighting. Split apart like this, I don't know if I should be happy or worried."

"Why is that ma'am?" one of the Spartan's asked.

"We don't know why the Covenant split," the ONI officer answered, "for all we know, one side is tired of the war...or even more extreme than the Covenant itself."

The idea of there being a faction in the Covenant that was _more_ extreme than glassing every Human world in sight was terrifying. Terrifying, but not entirely impossible. If they had figured out the function of the Halos and been divided on using it for example...that could be the case, where a breakaway faction wanted to activate the Ring, while the rest of the Covenant didn't want to commit suicide.

Not a pretty thought.

"_Major Dare_," a voice came over the communications systems, "_the leader of the Covenant forces has woken up."_

"On my way," the ONI officer replied, setting off towards the Carrier's brig.

As she walked, the Assault Carrier continued to shake slightly, as Cortana dodged fire from a few stray Covenant warships. Dare ignored that though, concentrating on getting down towards the brig. Waiting for her inside the expansive room, were four of the Spartans. The supersoldiers surrounded a single cell, where an Elite in ornate armor glared out at them.

The Covenant Warrior stood tall as he glared at his human counterparts. The Spartans seemed distinctly nonplussed though, as they saluted Dare. The blonde woman returned the salutes, before walking up to John. The Master Chief nodded at the official commander of the mission, as the two walked away from the cell containing the Elite.

"Has he said anything?" Dare asked, nodding at the warrior.

"No," John replied, "nothing yet."

The ONI officer sighed, before shaking her head, "We have to get something out of him. That armor isn't standard...this Elite is high ranked. I want to know _just_ how high."

"One of my Spartans could get your answer."

Dare shuddered slightly. Even to an Elite, she didn't want to think about Spartan interrogation techniques. Even if the Supersoldiers were _trying_ to be gentle, it would be more painful than she could imagine. Against a Covenant warrior, they wouldn't try to be gentle. Needless to say, she vetoed that option right away. They needed the commander intact if they were going to get any information out of the Elite. Beating him senseless wouldn't help in that regard, not at all.

"Let's keep that option in reserve," the ONI officer told the Spartan, "let me try getting him to talk myself."

John inclined his head ever so slightly, as Dare walked over to the Elite. The Covenant warrior looked down her, as the ONI officer walked up to him.

"What do you want human?" the warrior finally spoke up, his voice filtered through a translator in Dare's ear.

"Information," the woman replied, fairly certain that such a (seemingly) high-ranked Elite could understand English, "what is going on in the Covenant leadership? Do you know what Halo can do? Troop positions?"

If the Elite could snort, he probably would have, "I see no reason to tell you anything human."

"If you won't talk, I can send my friends in," Dare said, nodding at the Spartans.

"Torture will gain you nothing."

Dare breathed out a frustrated sigh, before starting to pace. She didn't want to send the Spartans in, since anything they got from torture would be inaccurate at best, outright lies at worst. They needed to get the Elite to talk willingly, and that was not going to be easy, considering the mutual hatred each race had for the other. Humans for the destruction at the hands of the Covenant, and the Elites for the 'affront to their gods' that humanity represented.

Needless to say, getting anything out of the Elite was going to be a miracle. Unless, of course, they could find something to get him to talk. The question then became, naturally, _what_ would get him to talk? Obviously setting the Elite free wasn't an option. Not such a highly-placed (presumably) prisoner. Not to mention even _trying_ to do so would invite issues with the more extreme members of the strike team, who would sooner shoot the Elite and his men, even with a promise of amnesty.

Something that Dare couldn't give out, and wasn't really inclined to do anyway.

"Then what will?" she asked, hoping the Elite would trap himself by giving away his hand...so to speak.

The Elite was smarter than that however, "I will repeat. I do not see any reason to tell you something human."

"And nothing will make you?"

"No."

Letting out another sigh, Dare turned back to the Chief, "Do what you need to."

The Spartan nodded imperceptibly, and moved towards the cell. The Elite calmly observed this, not a _single_ sign of fear on his alien face. A human would be begging for mercy, not so for the Covenant warrior. Say what you will about the Covenant, their military leadership was the closest thing to fearless that any human had ever encountered. Not that, as it turned out, the warrior had to worry about torture in the end.

For as the Chief was about to walk into the cell, Cortana's blue avatar appeared on a device sitting next to it. The AI had crossed her arms, a thoughtful look on her face. Considering she was also controlling the _Penance_, that was a feat in-of-itself. The sudden appearance of Cortana caused Dare to raise a hand and stop John from entering the cell, as the AI turned to the ONI officer.

At a gesture from Cortana, Dare pulled on her helmet so that they could have a conversation without the Elite overhearing them.

_"Before you send in the Spartans, I have another idea,"_ the AI began, _"I've been working on the communications systems, and I should be able to contact other systems now."_

Dare frowned under her helmet, "That helps _how_? Command would just recall us, or _order_ me to send in the Chief."

Cortana snorted, _"Such linear thinking. What I'm suggesting is contacting our wayward dimension-jumping friend...last I heard, the Jaffa, Teal'c, is with a Forerunner Monitor. All our intel says the Covenant worship the Forerunner...soooo..."_

"So, we can try and use the Monitor to get the Elite to talk?"

_"Exactly!"_

"But how do we contact him? Do you know _where_ Teal'c is?"

Cortana's avatar shifted slightly, _"I don't. I have the codes to contact him, but I don't know exactly where he _is_."_

Dare let out a sigh, "Well, do it. I would prefer to get information willingly so we don't get ambushed or something."

The AI nodded, and vanished as she set about contacting Teal'c and Grieving Light. Shaking her head slightly, Dare looked at the Elite. The warrior hadn't moved so much as an inch during the communication, still staring silently out at his captors. The same went for the Spartans, who also hadn't moved since Dare had told the Chief to wait. It was quite the staring contest really.

A contest that only ended when Cortana reappeared. Except, this time she was not alone. Two other holograms, _very_ realistic ones at that, joined her in the room. Life-size holograms to be precise...Teal'c and Grieving Light. The Elite showed no reaction to the Jaffa, but there was a noticeable reaction to the Monitor. A tensing of his muscles, and what was probably a somewhat shocked look on his face.

_"Do you require my aid?"_ Teal'c asked first, before he noticed the prisoner, _"You have captured an Elite?"_

"We need Light actually," Dare replied, "as you can see, the Elite won't talk to _us_."

The Jaffa nodded, as Light 'floated' past him, towards the cell. The Monitor looked curious, as this was probably the first time she had seen an Elite 'in person' before.

"An Oracle..." the Elite definitely had some level of shock in his voice. Not surprising really, considering the Covenant worshiped the Forerunner...and one of their Monitors was quite clearly working with humans.

_"Fascinating...I have never met a Sangheili before,"_ Light mused, _"your armor appears more ceremonial than functional. Are you a Commander?"_

The Elite shook himself, "Oracle, why are you working with humans?"

Light looked confused, as she turned her 'eye' between the UNSC personnel and the Elite. A quick 'blink' of the pink light announced her remembering what had been explained back on Installation 02. The fact that the Covenant considered humanity an affront to their 'gods'...her creators. There _was_ a reason why the Elite had called her an 'Oracle' after all. And it explained why she and Teal'c had been contacted.

If anyone could get a Covenant warrior to talk, it was her.

_"Why would I not work with them?"_ the Monitor asked back, _"After all, they are the Reclaimers...heir to everything Forerunner."_

Silence greeted that statement, before the Elite shook his head, "They cannot be. The Prophets..."

_"Lied,"_ Light said simply, _"I understand this is hard to believe, but you have been lied to. I don't know why your leaders consider the humans as vermin, but they are _far_ from that._"

The Elite stayed silent, seemingly deep in thought. If Dare had to guess, it was likely to be about the slaughter currently taking place outside the Halo. If this civil war had anything to do with the war...well, it would make sense for the Elite to be deep in thought, especially with what the Monitor had said. After all, if the Prophets had, say, betrayed the Elites...

Needless to say, that would be food for thought. Toss in the fact that your entire religion was based on a lie, and it didn't take much to believe the Elite was going through some serious internal struggles. Struggles that the warrior was clearly going through, if the slight movements in his body were any indication. Tensing, growling...for someone who had been so quiet and calm, it was a noticeable difference.

But it still wasn't until he turned to Dare fully, that the Elite broke through whatever was plaguing his thoughts.

"I am the Arbiter of the Covenant, and I shall aid you in whatever way I can. I believe the Oracle...the Prophets have betrayed my people, and stained our honor. For that, they must die."

* * *

><p><strong>2030 Hours, November 17th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Installation 05**

* * *

><p>Sometime later, two ships exited hyperspace in the same area. The <em>Odyssey<em> and _In Amber Clad_, both ships slowing down and cloaking. The former with its more advanced cloak, the latter with a retrofitted Goa'uld style device. The reason for cloaking, of course, was the still-raging battle between the different Covenant factions. Though, now, the factions had coalesced somewhat as the two ships scanned the area.

Instead of a wild furball as Covenant forces fired on anything in sight, there were two distinct factions. The larger faction centered around High Charity, and a smaller group on the _Solemn Penance_...identifiable by the UNSC IFF it had started transmitting the moment the two small ships had come out of hyperspace. It was towards that ship that the smaller vessels floated.

"Am I the only one wondering what the _hell_ is going on here?" Cam asked aloud, as a Covenant Supercarrier was blown into three pieces by smaller Assault Carriers.

"No," Daniel replied.

"Good. Any luck contacting the strike team?"

"We're opening a link now," Sam replied, as the viewscreens changed to show the bridge of the captured Carrier.

Standing on the bridge, were Dare and the Chief...and the Arbiter. Many eyebrows came up at the sight of an Elite standing on the bridge next to UNSC soldiers. Considering the Covenant's desire to totally obliterate humanity...it made no sense for that Elite to just be standing there doing...nothing. If he were a prisoner, that would be one thing...but he didn't seem to be one.

Not to mention the little fact that the captured ship was sitting in the middle of a Covenant fleet and not being shot at.

_"I shouldn't be surprised they sent _you_," _Dare sounded slightly amused, _"welcome to Delta Halo."_

"I really didn't want to see another one of these things," Cam muttered, "why do you have an Elite on your bridge?"

Dare turned to look at the Elite, "_Say hello to our new friend the Arbiter. The Covenant have split apart...the Elites are on our side now, at least the ones here."_

SG-1 shared a look at that. That was eerily similar to the Jaffa rebellion. Was the Arbiter the Covenant's Teal'c? Not that they would complain if that was the case, of course. Despite the recurring issues with more nationalistic Jaffa, they were SG-1's Earth's best allies. If the Elites could be the same for UNSC Earth, that would be a good thing. It would just be a matter of making sure that the hatred, on both sides, didn't overcome such an agreement.

Right now though, it was more important in the fact that there was a decently large Covenant fleet on their side. A fleet that was still in battle with the even _larger_ group of warships surrounding the giant mushroom that was High Charity.

"And I'm guessing the big mushroom is the Prophet's?" Cam asked.

_"Yes, that is our Holy City," _the Arbiter answered, _"High Charity. Even now, the Prophet's are attempting to cleanse it of any they view as heretics. My people, the Unggoy, the Lekgolo, and any of the other races who support our cause."_

"Genocide," Daniel said, "just like the humans."

The distaste in his voice was what most were feeling at that moment. Even those who _hated_ the Covenant, since they could see it was the Prophets who had been pushing for everything. Especially if they were willing to slaughter their own erstwhile allies like that...presumably civilians included, considering High Charity being a 'Holy City'.

_"Yes,"_ the Arbiter replied, _"Exactly like that. Something that has stained my honor for the rest of my life. We shall aid you in whatever way we are able...but first, you must help save my people."_

"You do see how big that thing is, right?"

_"I am aware. Help us destroy the Loyalist Fleet, and my warriors can handle the rest."_

"We'll do what we can," Cam said.

Despite the risks in attacking that large of a Covenant fleet...the benefits were far larger. Obviously the Covenant knew where Earth was, and if the 'Loyalist' faction won this little civil war, they would come straight for it. And there was no guarantee the fleet and ODPs could hold against a large enough attack. Especially now that the Covenant would be _ready_ for the new technology, instead of shocked as they were at Reach.

And despite the losses they had to have suffered, this fleet was plenty large enough. Far, _far_, larger than the force that had tried to burn Reach. A force that itself was the largest Covenant fleet seen to that point in time.

"Drop the cloak, and join up with the Elites."

_"What about the _Amber Clad?_" _Miranda Keyes asked.

Sam, standing near the comm arrays, answered that question, "Stay cloaked...see if you can drop some Hornets by the Fleet."

Hornets, in this case, meaning the nuclear mines. Miranda nodded, and her face vanished from the viewscreen as the _Odyssey_ decloaked and flared its engines. The small battlecruiser joined up with the much larger Elite warships, floating alongside the _Solemn Penance_, which had started serving as the Arbiter's new flagship, at least for this engagement. The joint forces, with the _In Amber Clad_ moving slowly from a different direction, began pushing against the Loyalist forces guarding High Charity.

But as the ships moved into formation and started to charge their plasma lines for a massive broadside...ships began opening slipspace portals. Loyalist vessels began vanishing into the portals at an alarming rate, with only a small rearguard covering the retreating forces. What was most alarming...was High Charity. The structure opened a truly gigantic portal, vanishing through it. The rearguard didn't last long after that, as the Elite forces mopped them up.

"Okay, why did they just leave like that?" Cam asked.

"That didn't look like a retreat," Daniel replied slowly, "it looked more like they were going somewhere..."

"Sam?"

The blonde genius had already bent over her console, and started scanning the slipspace portals. Her face grew progressively paler the more she scanned, until she turned and looked directly at the rest of the crew, "Earth. They are going for Earth."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. Battle of Earth is going to be a <em>lot<em> more expansive than the canonical version (and don't worry, Gravemind will also be dealt with). The next three or so chapters (in the current draft at any rate) will be roughly like the Battle of Reach back in Arc 1. A set of chapters covering each front of the Battle, though I expect them to be a bit longer. ;)  
><strong>

**I hope the readers enjoy the chapter! And again, I am _so sorry_ for how long this took :(**


	25. Arc 2: Battle of Earth: Part I

**AN: And here we are with the first segment of the Battle of Earth. It turned out to _not_ be longer than the chapters have been lately, but then again, its 3k+ words of combat, so that's something! That, and it seemed to fit at the length it was.  
><strong>

**Incidentally, I'm currently thinking that the Battle will be _at least_ five chapters. This one, at least two other space segments, and at least one ground segment. Might be longer even...my muse is in overdrive on this one really. Which is a good thing mind you. ;)**

**I hope everyone enjoys the chapter!**

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours, November 30th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Earth**

* * *

><p>As cleanup continued on the surface of Earth, the UNSC Home Fleet floated at the ready. They had received a message days ago...a message from a new Halo. As if that wasn't bad enough, the message's <em>contents<em> had been far worse. A Covenant fleet, larger than any other, heading right for Earth. SG-1 was even now bringing the Arcadia Strike Force back to Earth, while Miranda Keyes gathered any other ships that could be spared from their own colonies. Already, Sigma Octanus had been stripped of defenders, the veterans of that battle gathered around the UNSC _Iroquois_ next to Cairo Station.

Two supercarriers...two dozen cruisers, from the massive _Valiant_ to the small, hastily retrofitted _Halcyon_-I's...and hundreds of smaller ships. All were gathered, together with the three hundred ODPs.

As Lord Hood looked out at this massive gathering of firepower from his post on Cairo Station, he wore a grim frown on his face. While it was true that this was quite possibly the mightiest gathering of human military might in history...it still probably wasn't enough. The report from SG-1 said that much. Even as hundreds of UNSC ships floated around Earth, even _more_ Covenant warships approached. And not all of the human ships were fully upgraded either.

This was going to be humanities last stand. If Earth fell, so too did the UNSC...no matter how many colonies survived. Too many ships, too many personnel, were at stake here.

"Sir," an aide approached the old Admiral.

"What is it?" Hood asked, turning away from the window.

"Io Station just went dark. They reported a Slipspace rupture before communications ceased."

The Commander-in-Chief of the UNSC sighed heavily, "Then they've arrived."

Turning away from the pale woman, Hood walked back over to the window. A console sat nearby, one set up specifically for his use...to contact the Fleet gathered in orbit, along with the smaller force covering Mars. Activating the communications system, Hood looked out at the fleet. His tight face was broadcast to every single UNSC warship, and every ground based headquarters on Earth and Mars.

Hood turned his face like he was scanning the faces of everyone watching the broadcast, before facing fully forwards.

"The Covenant has arrived," the old admiral bluntly spoke, "Io has gone dark, so it is only a matter of time before they arrive _here_. I don't need to tell you how important it is that we hold the line here. Earth is our last stand. You all have your orders, I expect everyone to give it their all."

Pushing more buttons on the console, Hood changed the communications to where he was only in contact with the leaders of the various segments of the Home Fleet. The Second Fleet, holding formation over Mars. The Seventh spread in close formation with the S-MACs to prevent the Covenant from jumping in close like they had attempted at Reach, and the Sixteenth, the largest of them all, holding at the 'frontline'.

The last orders had barely left Hood's mouth when the first Covenant forces arrived.

A swarm of portals opened in orbit of Earth, spitting out hundreds of alien warships. Even the veterans of Reach felt their eyes widen at the sight. At least twice as large as the force that had been beaten back there...and ships were _still coming_. Carriers, destroyers, frigates, cruisers, corvettes, every type of Covenant ship ever encountered.

"All ships engage at will," Hood ordered, as he watched the Covenant ships continue to enter realspace.

For all the shock at the sight of so many enemy warships, the Human forces were the elite of their military. And they operated exactly as expected of them...MAC shells flew from ships and platforms alike, while blue and gold beams joined the barrage. The vanguard of the Covenant fleet was blown to pieces...but the second line merely pushed those ruined vessels aside, and charged their plasma lines.

A volley of hundreds of plasma torpedoes lashed out into space, burning towards the UNSC fleet. And behind _that_, a group of Super-Cruisers targeted the ODPs in range. A dozen white beams flashed out...and a dozen platforms died, their shields unable to take an Energy Projector beam. The torpedoes impacted next. While the ships with shields could take a hit or two from Covenant plasma...a dozen hits per ship was too much, even for the mighty _Trafalgar_, the supercarrier splitting in two after being blasted by two Assault Carriers.

In the first barrage of the battle, both sides lost nearly a hundred ships. Losses the Covenant could afford...but the UNSC could ill-afford.

* * *

><p><strong>USNC <em>Valiant<em>**

* * *

><p>Aboard the bridge of the most powerful UNSC warship in Earth orbit, Fleet Admiral Harper clenched his fists. Intellectually, he was well aware that the losses were <em>light<em> compared to what they could have been, with that many Covenant warships firing at once. It still burned to see so many ships and, more importantly, so many ODPs burning. Earth's 300 platforms was a misnomer...that was 300 platforms scattered around the entire planet. If the Covenant could punch a large enough hole in one sector, it wouldn't _matter_ that the other platforms existed, since the damn aliens could just hit them from below before any could be moved to close the gap.

And they had just lost a dozen of them. Warships moved to cover the gap, but there was still a large portion of Earth without its defense net, and the Covenant were moving to ruthlessly exploit that gap. There was no playing with the human defenders this time...the enemy was determined to end the UNSC, once and for all.

"Admiral, the Second Battlegroup is requesting assistance!" one of the crew called out.

"_Stalingrad_ is on fire! Admiral Patterson is falling back!" another man shouted.

"_Iroquois_ is moving up to cover _Stalingrad_!"

And so it went...the flagship of the Home Fleet was besieged by message after message as the UNSC and Covenant battered away at each other. Harper stood on his bridge, anger filling his body. As a crippled frigate drifted past the _Valiant_, the Admiral made up his mind.

"Move us forward!" his commanding voice barked out, silencing the cacophony of voices.

When the cruiser didn't immediately start moving, Harper strode forward and stood next to his helmsman. The woman seemed to be shocked by the order, and looked at the Admiral with wide eyes. Harper merely stared down on her, before turning around and looking at his crew. The men and women stared at their commander, who merely stared right back.

"Did I not make myself clear?" Harper asked, "We are taking the fight to the Covenant."

The crew's faces showed real fear at that. For all that the _Valiant_ was the strongest UNSC warship, they knew that going against the Covenant directly was...if not suicidal, very likely to cripple even the mighty warship. Harper knew that as well as they did, but _something_ had to be done. Just fighting a slugging match with the Covenant would end with the UNSC fleet destroyed by sheer numbers. Aggressive tactics were needed to win this fight...

And by God, Admiral Carl Harper would give the Covenant a beating they would never forget.

"Sir yes sir!" the crew chorused, setting to their jobs with a grim determination lining their faces.

The _Valiant's_ block of powerful engines flared to life, pushing the massive warship past the debris of wrecked UNSC ships and ODPs. Flanking it on either side, golden shields flaring from the debris, was a battlegroup of sixty assorted frigates and destroyers, with the _Marathon_ class _Say My Name_ holding formation 'above' the _Valiant_. All of these ships angled towards the gathering of Covenant supercruisers. The modified warships were the bane of the Home Fleet...unlike the more common CAS Assault Carriers, the supercruisers didn't need to angle their hulls to fire their energy projectors...a fact driven home as Malta Station went up in a massive fireball.

Harper glared at that sight, and barked out new orders. The _Valiant_ turned its ponderous bulk, and weapons ports opened along its flanks, as the three MACs mounted in the Heavy Cruiser's bow spun up. One of the Covenant warships turned too, the energy projectors on its bow gathering light for another volley.

"Sir?" the helmsman asked, her face going progressively paler as the Covenant weapons grew brighter.

_"What are you doing Admiral?"_ a male voice asked, as the image of a Roman Centurion appeared on the holopad.

"Trust me on this Loginus," Harper replied, the AI looking distinctly bemused, "and hold course Lieutenant!"

The _Valiant's_ powerful thrusters continued to push it towards the Covenant warships, the escorting battlegroup spreading out to make a smaller target for the other Covenant ships still battering away at the UNSC defenses. The one supercruiser that aimed at the _Valiant_ battlegroup continued to grow larger in the viewport. The five energy projectors were growing brighter and brighter as they charged...and yet Harper refused to change his path.

Loginus watched and waited, his 'hands' in the systems of the mighty cruiser...ready to react faster than any human could do. Something that was a good thing, as Harper finally barked out a single order as the supercruiser's weapons reached the apex of their light.

"Fire starboard thrusters!"

The AI didn't even take a millisecond to process the order, before the massive warship was thrown to the side, as racks upon racks of emergency rocket thrusters physically pushed it off its original trajectory. White hot beams of energy passed through the position the _Valiant_ had previously occupied, one cleaving through its shield and cutting a long gash through the old warships hull. The other beams continued on into space, inadvertently hitting an Assault Carrier, splitting the ship into pieces before its reactor detonated.

The _Valiant,_ wounded by the beam, continued to approach the Covenant formation however, along with its large escort formation. Alarms rang through the bridge, as damage control tried to figure out how bad the hit was. Harper himself had a small gash on his head, where he had been thrown off his feet by the sudden jerking of his flagship. He didn't even seem to notice however, as a grim smile adorned his young (for his rank) face.

"Plasma cannons five through eleven are damaged," one of the crew called out, "emergency thrusters are gone, along with the starboard armor belt."

"Are the MACs still operational?" Harper asked calmly.

"Yes sir."

The grim smile remained on the Admiral's face, as he looked at the Covenant ship attempting to move behind its comrades, two of which were turning away from the Home Fleet, and towards the _Valiant_ Battlegroup. Loginus' avatar bore a disapproving look, though one end of his aged face did twitch up slightly.

_"That was quite possibly the dumbest move I have ever seen Admiral,"_ the Centurion stated calmly, _"weapons are ready, including the mines you have placed to be beamed. _Say My Name_ reports they are ready to beam the weaponry on a moment's notice."_

Harper nodded, "Fire everything we have at those bastards. And have the _Say My Name_ beam the nukes _inside_ their shields...give the bastards a nasty surprise."

Loginus gave a Roman salute, and his avatar winked out as the _Valiant_ shook from the force of its three MAC cannons shooting out three shells. The _Autumn_ modifications had been given to the few remaining Super Heavies, and that included Harper's command. Each of the cannons fired at a different target...the nine massive tungsten-carbide shells impacting on three of the supercruisers. Each of the vessels targeted by the _Valiant_ lost their shields...providing the perfect opening for the _Say My Name_ to beam the nuclear mines onto their hulls. White flashes of light announced the death of three of the Covenant's five supercruisers.

The rest of the battlegroup, from the lowly frigates to the _Say My Name_ fired their own MACs at the remaining two supercruisers, along with a veritable swarm of golden plasma. The Staff Cannons blew through the, relatively, light hull armor of the supercruisers, detonating the last of the ships in a massive fireball.

The destruction of their most powerful warships sent a ripple through the Covenant lines, as vessels turned their bulk towards the _Valiant_ group.

"Sir...perhaps now would be a good time to try the hyperdrive?" the XO spoke up.

Harper nodded, "Yes, yes it is. Helm, get us on the other side of that fleet. Comms, get a couple of those new Mark II _Halcyons_ with us if possible."

The crew took to their tasks with a small spring in their steps. While the _Valiant_ was wounded, they had managed to take down _five_ of the most powerful Covenant ships outside their massive supercarriers. It was a small blow to the massive Covenant armada...but it was a blow nonetheless. And as the first wave of vengeful Covenant plasma approached Harper's battlegroup, hyperspace windows opened in front of the large formation. The ships lurched forward, vanishing into the portals.

* * *

><p>When the battlegroup emerged a few seconds later, they were joined by a pair of newbuilt <em>Halcyon<em>-class cruisers, one of which had a small fire blazing on its flank. Nonetheless, both cruisers were battle-ready, and formed up with the _Valiant_. With three cruisers in addition to the swarm of smaller vessels, the group forced the Covenant armada to split their attention between two flanks. While the majority of the fleet continued to bombard the defenders of Earth, a not-insignificant number of vessels charged headlong at the _Valiant_ battlegroup.

Their Brute captains were out for blood after the destruction of the rare supercruisers, and they weren't going to be denied their prize by any fancy tricks this time. A dozen CCS-class cruisers, and two CAS-class Assault Carriers lead the charge, with an equal number of smaller ships to the UNSC numbers. If this were a pre-Sigma Octanus battle, the UNSC forces would be screwed.

Luckily for humanity, it was not.

_"Starboard shields are limited to 60 percent,"_ Loginus reported, _"don't expose that flank."_

"MAC charge?" Harper asked.

_"Thirty percent and rising. Luckily the capacitors were not damaged."_

The Admiral nodded, "Have the _Berlin_ and _Tokyo_ move forward."

The two smaller cruisers moved ahead, to take the _Valiant's_ place at the front of the line, while the larger warship recharged its weapons. Because of this, they were the first to be hit by the vengeful Covenant forces. The already damaged _Berlin_ began to drift to the side, the fire on its hull growing larger. But both of the vessels still had power for their weapons, and six MAC shells flashed out, with Staff Cannon fire joining the heavy physical blows.

Two of the CCS-cruisers were shattered, while several corvettes were obliterated by concentrated Staff Fire. In return, the first of the Assault Carriers fired an energy projector beam, bisecting the _Berlin_, and knocking out the _Tokyo's_ shield. Harper frowned at that, as the _Say My Name_ moved to take the _Berlin's_ place, with the various escort vessels covering their approach. Two Covenant cruisers and at least six corvettes for one cruiser would normally have been a great exchange rate...but right now, _every single vessel_ was needed to counter the overwhelming Covenant numbers.

"Loginus, prep the Shivas for launch. Helm, plot another hyperspace jump above this battlegroup...make certain we are oriented to where we can use the MACs," the Admiral ordered, as a plan began to form in his head.

_"Shiva's prepped for suicidal plan number two,"_ the AI replied, gaining a glare from Harper as the _Valiant_ jumped into hyperspace a second time.

Not even a second later, the ship dropped back into realspace over the Covenant formation. In a similar move to what the _Odyssey_ had performed at Sigma Octanus, the massive cruiser began to fire every weapon it had at the Brutes, who scattered in an attempt to mitigate the damage. The MAC fire, instead of impacting on the CCS cruisers, instead hit one of the Assault Carriers. While the six-kilometer long vessel dwarfed even the mighty _Valiant_, its shields were unable to take the impact of nine MAC shells hitting simultaneously.

The shells punched clean through one end of the ship to the other, shattering armor and blowing apart plasma lines. Purple fire belched from the impact sights, providing an easy target for the secondary volley of Archer missiles and Staff Cannons. As the crippled ship drifted powerless, the _Valiant_ fired its forward thrusters to arrest its momentum, and began to turn to show its undamaged port side to the Covenant warships that had started to further split, to focus on the Super-Heavy Cruiser _and_ the remaining members of the battle group.

"One carrier down, one to go," the Admiral stated, a grimly satisfied look on his face.

A look that slowly slid off his face, as a truly enormous slipspace portal opened up...engulfing the Covenant ships, and the drifting _Tokyo_ alike. The rest of the battlegroup barely avoided the portal, and the _Valiant_ was only spared due to quick reactions on Loginus' part. And out of this portal came the one sight that had given the planners of this defense nightmares ever since the report from the _Odyssey_ had come in...High Charity had come to play.

And it was not going to take any mercy, as weapons mounted on the station lashed out, vaporizing the _Valiant_ and its battlegroup...

* * *

><p><strong>Cairo Station<br>**

* * *

><p>As Admiral Harper died, Lord Hood watched on. His face was bandaged after Cairo took several hits early in the battle, but the old Admiral remained at his post even as the station was evacuated, its Marine detachment heading to the surface to provide support where Covenant ships had broken through the UNSC lines. And still, Hood watched. He watched as High Charity took shots from several ODPs, the massive station's shields holding through the first barrage.<p>

Even when the shields failed after the second barrage, the massive size of the station allowed it to absorb the blows. Nor did it just take the blows and sit there...High Charity bristled with weaponry, energy projectors and massive torpedo launchers lancing out, blowing away ODPs and warships alike. The previously stalemated battle had tilted towards the Covenant, and there wasn't a damn thing that Hood could do about it.

"Lord Hood, we need to evacuate _now_," his aide said, as Athens Station was blown into a million pieces.

"Earth is our last stand," the Admiral repeated his words from earlier, "and we are losing."

Turning away from the window, the young woman saw her superiors face for the first time. Hood was not a young man, but he seemed to have aged even in the short span of this battle. As another hit impacted on Cairo's overtaxed shield grid, the golden light just brought the lines on the Admiral's face into stark relief.

"Everything is in SG-1 and Commander Keyes' hands now," Hood continued, "we have to hope they can gather enough reinforcements."

With that said, Hood keyed a code into the console beside him, rings shooting up around the Admiral and his aide...transporting them to the UNSC _Iroquois_...right as Cairo Station was blown apart by another barrage from High Charity.

Humanity was losing, and it was only a matter of time until the Covenant broke through the remaining lines...

* * *

><p><strong>AN: A couple things to note...<strong>

**1. High Charity is _twice the size of the fricken Death Star_. If the Covenant didn't put a massive amount of weaponry and shielding on it, I'd be depressed with them. So yes, it took two S-MAC barrages to down the shields, and its basically an unstoppable juggernaut at the moment. Of course, it does have weakness' that can be exploited by a sufficiently clever team...like say SG-1... ;)**

**2. I liked writing Harper, but people _have_ pointed out that nothing has really gone wrong. So time for some deaths.**

**3. Again, I hope everyone enjoyed the chapter! :D**


	26. Arc 2: Battle of Earth: Part II

**AN: And here we are! I hope everyone enjoys the second part of the battle! :D**

**Also: 600 reviews! Thanks everyone!**

* * *

><p>1900 Hours, November 30th, 2552 (Military Calendar)

**USS _Odyssey_ **

* * *

><p>"How long can they hold out?" Daniel asked aloud, as the tunnel of Hyperspace surrounded the <em>Odyssey<em>.

Cam looked up at the question, before sighing, "It'll have to be long enough. We've got everything we can afford headin back but..."

He didn't need to finish that sentence. Earth was the most heavily defended planet in the UNSC. But the fleet that had left that Halo was larger than anything the UNSC had fought before. And no level of defenses could hold out forever against superior numbers...morale, ammunition...either could run out, or the enemy could just run over the defenses in a wave of attacks.

And that was why they needed to get back to Earth with reinforcements, as soon as possible. The _Odyssey_ was approaching with every hyperdrive equipped ship they could gather, while the Elites were not far behind with the slipspace-drive ships. All together they amounted to maybe a couple hundred warships, as most of the Elites had left to garrison their own worlds, or else guard Delta Halo.

If those ships would be enough...that was the question at hand.

"We're about to leave hyperspace," Sam reported.

"And now the fun begins..." Cam muttered, as the blue tunnel vanished...to be replaced by a horrifying sight.

Debris floated everywhere in sight...shattered hulks of UNSC warships. Covenant warships lay amongst the wreckage, and even in greater numbers. But unlike the UNSC counterparts, these vessels made up a smaller fraction of the combined Covenant fleet. A fleet that was even now battering away at what remained of the Home Fleet and the ODPs.

And a sad remnant that was. What had once been the largest UNSC fleet had been reduced to a relative handful of ships, launching hit and run attacks on the Covenant warships surrounding Earth. The remaining ODPs shattered dozens of alien warships in each barrage…but the Covenant still pushed forward.

"The mushroom is back."

And 'the mushroom' that was High Charity was the main cause of the Covenant success. While the massive structure was cracked and coated in holes from ODP rounds and nukes, it was still firing at anything in sight.

_"All vessels assume Formation Gamma and relieve the Home Fleet!"_ Admiral Stanforth ordered from the massive _Ascendant Justice_, _"_Odyssey_ see what you can do about High Charity!"_

"Roger that," Sam answered from her station.

As the UNSC ships moved forward against the rearguard of the Covenant fleet, the crew of the _Odyssey_ looked at their dimension jumping commanders. If ever there was a time for some SG-1 ingenuity, _now_ was that time. And they already had ideas floating around.

Or at least Sam did. She was looking at High Charity, her eyes roaming over the structure for any apparent weakpoints. The powerful Asgard scanners were doing much the same, both her eyes and the advanced devices looking for a weakness. And at first, one would think there just plain wasn't one.

_No open hangars, bristling with weapons,_ the Colonel listed off, _if you can't break it from the outside though…_

"What are you thinking Sam?" Daniel asked.

"Hyperdrive," the scientist answered, pushing buttons on her console, "jump inside High Charity, and destroy it from the inside."

"…"

Even Cameron Mitchell was a bit, understandably, leery of _that_ idea. They didn't know what was inside the thing after all.

"Sam, what if we crash into something?" Daniel brought up.

The blonde turned her head slightly, "We won't. Scans indicate that there are several hollow areas more than large enough to fit us. The Covenant doesn't do anything small."

Cam's eyebrow went up, "Well, the thing is the size of a small moon y'know. So what's the plan once we're inside? Beam Noble down to cause some havoc?"

While an interesting idea that would have just been a waste of time. Noble had better uses than rampaging around High Charity when they didn't even know where the vulnerable bits, like power generators, were. So Sam merely shook her head, and continued to calculate a proper hyperspace vector as the frontline of the reinforcement fleet started to engage the Covenant rearguard.

"No, I have a better idea."

"What?"

"Nukes. Lots of nukes."

Daniel felt a bit of sweat drop down his face, "Is this like blowing up the sun?"

Sam sighed, as she saw the eyes of _every_ one of the UNSC crew on her now. That thing was like a freakin sword over her head…

"Well, I say we do it," Cam broke in.

The other Colonel nodded, and took the place of the UNSC helmsman. For something this tight, it was far better to have the most experienced person aboard the vessel in command. They didn't want the _Odyssey_ splattering against High Charity's internal walls by any means.

And as the first of several plasma torpedoes began to approach the dimension-jumping warship, the plan was put into action. Not even a few minutes after leaving one, another hyperspace window flashed into existence in front of the _Odyssey_, as the battlecruiser lurched forward. The warship vanished from sight, as the Brute commanders of the Covenant fleet scrambled to figure out where it would end up.

Naturally, none of them could anticipate the _Odyssey_ exiting hyperspace not even a second later, smack dab in the middle of High Charity. An area that resembled nothing less than a warzone, as running gun battles continued between rebels and loyalists. But even the flaming buildings, and crashed transports, did not get full attention. Because, after all…the biggest sight was the triangular object sitting at the center of the massive structure.

An intact Forerunner Keyship.

* * *

><p><strong>High Charity, 9th Age of Reclamation<strong>

* * *

><p>As the <em>Odyssey<em> entered High Charity, a Phantom dropship diverted from its original course to avoid the small warship. Aboard the Phantom, were two figures central to the New Covenant. Tartarus, Chieftain of the Jiralhanae and de-facto leader of the Covenant Military…and Truth, singular Hierarch of the Covenant. Mercy was nowhere to be found; having perished in an attack by Sangheili forces lead by Sesa 'Refumee.

While Truth should have shown some emotion at the death of his oldest ally, he did not. For now, with Mercy and Regret both out of the picture, he was the sole leader of the Covenant. And even if he had to leave High Charity to its fate…it did not matter.

_Fools…they believe we are here to end the humans. Even Tartarus suspects nothing…_ Truth thought, casting a disparaging look at the massive Jiralhanae who, even now, was barking out orders to dodge fire from the infernal human warship scything fighters from the sky.

The reason they were at Earth had nothing to do with the vermin. The fact that the world was their homeworld was a bonus, but not the true reason the Prophet had brought his fleet here. The true reason lay where Regret had attempted a landing…the massive structure that the vermin had so helpfully excavated for him.

And it was why his Phantom was landing in the docking bay of the Dreadnought.

"Come Hierarch," Tartarus said, his rough voice dragging Truth from his musings, "we must launch as soon as possible."

The Prophet merely gave the Jiralhanae a look, "Come now Tartarus, you don't believe a vermin warship can harm us inside the most holy of places?"

"I did not believe they could penetrate High Charity," the Chieftain replied, "and yet they have. We must ensure your safety."

"Very well."

Truth waited at the back of a line of Jiralhanae and loyal Kig-Yar, his throne's shield powered up in the event that rebels had taken up shelter in the Dreadnought. As it turned out, they had. The moment Tartarus stepped out at the front of his troops, a beam rifle shot ricocheted off his shield. The Jiralhanae roared in indignation, and dodged to the side as more plasma fire began to rain down from the higher levels of the hangar.

The Prophet remained in the Phantom, as the craft took back to the air, to allow its side gunners shots at the Sangheili forces. The gunners blasted away, plasma burning Sangheili shields, but leaving no marks on the tough Forerunner alloys that made up the ship. Something the rebels took advantage of, ducking beneath the tough metal and only showing themselves to take shots at the Jiralhanae gunners.

Far below the raging gunfight, Tartarus lead his own troops forward. No matter the amount of fire directed at his shields, nothing pierced the tough barrier. Not for lack of trying either, as a pair of silver-armored Sangheili Councilors dropped from the higher level, energy swords ignited. The traitors bared their mandibles, as lower ranked Sangheili and Unggoy forces engaged Tartarus' escort.

"So, you want a fight?" the Chieftain asked, pulling the Fist of Rukt off his back.

"On our honor, we will kill you…traitor!" the lead Councilor shouted back, charging forward with his sword flashing at the Jiralhanae's head.

Tartarus let the blow hit him…and promptly slide off his shield. Baring his teeth in a feral smile, the Chieftain casually swung his massive hammer around, the blow smashing the Sangheili's chest in as the Councilor flew away.

A deep laugh came from the Jiralhanae's throat at the sight, "Fool. I am not the traitor. You are, for breaking our Holy Covenant!"

The second Councilor roared, rage filling the sound. But after what happened to his counterpart, he was far more cautious. The white-armored warrior warily circled Tartarus, not moving within range of the Fist of Rukt. The Chieftain appeared highly amused by this, as he chuckled at the sight of an 'honorable warrior' acting like a coward.

Unsurprisingly, this brought even more anger to the Sangheili. The Councilor growled and attempted to hit the Chieftain. Once more the blade bounced off the shield, but unlike his counterpart this Elite was able to jump back and avoid the return blow from Tartarus. And it wasn't a moment too soon either, as a pair of beam rifle shots hit the massive Jiralhanae. Even his shield overloaded from that impact, bringing the equivalent of a grin to the Councilors face.

"It appears your shield is not indestructible, traitor."

Tartarus growled, and swung at the Sangheili. The nimble warrior avoided the blow, and his blade sliced into the Chieftains arm. The Jiralhanae leader roared, and lashed his other fist out. The blow shattered the Sangheili's shield, and forced the smaller warrior back.

"Maybe so, but neither is yours."

Before the Sangheili could react, the Fist of Rukt came down once more. Tartarus pulled his hammer out of the rebel's chest, and turned to see the rest of his forces mopping up the rebels. All that remained were the snipers…who were killed by a barrage from a Plasma Launcher.

Silence once more filled the hangar, as the Phantom landed and Truth emerged. The Prophet looked disdainfully upon the corpses of both rebels and loyalists. He spat on the Councilor at Tartarus' feet, a glare on the Hierarch's aged face.

"Even here, in the most Holy of places, the infection spreads," he spoke, the Prophet's harsh voice echoing in the hangar, "Let this be a lesson! No matter what we do, traitors and vermin will continue to plague our Holy Covenant until they are all eliminated!"

Roars answered Truth, as the Prophet floated next to Tartarus. The Chieftain nodded his head slightly, as a minor Jiralhanae applied a bandage to his sword wound. Truth nodded back, and as soon as the bandage was applied began moving to the center of the Dreadnought.

As they walked, the mighty warship began to shake heavily. Truth turned to the Jiralhanae next to him, a questioning eyebrow raised.

Tartarus didn't need to ask, as he barked out orders for a report from the forces surrounding the Dreadnought. Once he had his answer, the Chieftain turned to his Hierarch, a fierce glare on his face.

"The humans are using nuclear weapons. They are transporting them with an unknown technology, and to vital areas. High Charity will collapse within minutes if they continue."

Truth let out a dramatic sigh, "Very well. I knew this would happen when I brought High Charity into this battle. No matter, anything can, and will, be sacrificed to ensure the Great Journey. Let the garrison know that they are ensured a place with the Forerunner for their heroic sacrifice!"

The soldiers around Truth continued to secure the Dreadnought, while the Prophet himself ignored the continued shaking. The Dreadnought was untouchable…no technology could harm something of the Forerunners. So he believed anyway, as the ship started to shake from direct hits.

And yet, he still ignored the hits. Truth ignored everything, except for the ball floating at the heart of the Dreadnought. Three blue 'eyes' stared out at the Hierarch, every bit as nonplussed by the bombardment as he was. As Tartarus set about preparing the Dreadnought to launch, the Prophet floated up to the orb.

"For all the trouble you have caused me Oracle, you have failed," the old San 'Shyuum said, lowly enough that only the orb heard him, "the Reclaimers will perish, and I _shall_ have the Ark."

The blue eyes turned slightly, to fully look at Truth, _"You underestimate the Reclaimers. You are but children, and you cannot control what you cannot comprehend. The Ark will not answer to you."_

Truth glared at the orb, "Even now you attempt to delude me."

_"I do not. I merely speak the truth. My repentance may be impossible, but I do not lie."_

Turning away in disgust, Truth floated over to Tartarus. The Jiralhanae cast looks at the floating orb, before turning to his Hierarch. The report he had was not going to please the Prophet, but it was needed nonetheless. Lying to a Hierarch was a cause for death, after all.

"We are separating from High Charity now Hierarch," the Chieftain reported, "shields are holding and weapons are charging."

Truth nodded, a smile crossing his face, "Very well. The moment we are clear of High Charity…destroy that annoying insect."

A feral grin once more crossed the Jiralhanae's face, "As you command Hierarch."

* * *

><p><strong>USS <em>Odyssey<em>**

* * *

><p>"Did that thing just take Asgard weapons?" Cam deadpanned, as the Keyship exited out of the collapsing High Charity.<p>

Sam nodded, "Yes, it did."

"Good, I thought I was imagining things. Any idea how much firepower that thing will take to bring down?"

"No."

A sigh came from the Colonel in command of the small warship, as the _Odyssey_ opened another hyperspace window as the last of its nukes detonated. When the ship popped back into realspace a second later, High Charity began collapsing behind it. Debris flew everywhere; hitting the escorting Covenant warships…a particularly large chunk sliced a Supercarrier in two. But, leaving this rapidly spreading debris field was a single warship.

The Keyship, pristine silver armor shining dully in the sunlight, turned on a heading directly for the _Ascendant Justice_. The human crewed Assault Carrier ponderously turned its own bulk, golden Staff Cannon and blue Ion Cannon bolts lashing out at the Forerunner warship. A dull orange shield, not too dissimilar to Goa'uld shields save for its hull-hugging design, flashed into existence. The shield, much like it had done with the _Odyssey's_ plasma beams, easily took the barrage from the _Justice_.

_"What the hell is that thing?"_ Stanforth's voice came over the radio, _"That's not any Covenant design I've seen before."_

"It's a Keyship, sir," Sam replied, "It's Forerunner."

_"Like that one with the Monitor? Damn it…all ships, concentrate fire on the Keyship!"_

What few UNSC warships that weren't already engaged with the Covenant fleet, turned their bulk around and began to fire everything from MACs to missiles at the Keyship. And yet, nothing they did so much as made the vessel flinch. The, relatively, thin Keyship flat out dodged most of the unguided MAC shells, and what few that _did_ hit, pancaked on the shield.

With an almost contemptuous air to it, the Forerunner warship turned slightly. A barrage of blue bolts of energy flew out from weapon ports scattered on the warship. Unlike their Goa'uld or Tollan equivalents on human warships…these bolts were devastatingly effective. Any ship that was hit was cored clean through.

Even the _Ascendant Justice_ was unable to hold out. A barrage of the blue fire collapsed its golden shield grid. Wherever the Forerunner weaponry hit the former Covenant ship, it punched clean through. The slate gray armor shattered, and flew away in large chunks.

"No…" Daniel muttered, as thousands of UNSC sailors vanished in a massive fireball when the _Justice_ finally gave out.

"How the hell does that thing have working weapons?" Cam cursed, "and why haven't the Covenant reverse-engineered them?"

Sam was looking at the carnage with wide eyes, but she wasn't the smartest person in the SGC for no reason. She was already scanning the weapons, and what she saw just drove home how _powerful_ Forerunner weapons could truly be.

"Working might be pushing things," she said, a bit of strain visible in her voice as a _Halcyon_ was holed clean through, "those weapons are barely functioning compared to the _Ecumene_. The Covenant probably couldn't figure out how they worked properly…those are plasma weapons, but…"

If _that_ was barely functioning, it just drove home how far behind both the UNSC _and_ Covenant were to the Forerunner. And the Keyship seemed to have tired of firing on UNSC warships. The triangular warship turned, its massive bulk dwarfing the _Odyssey_. And as blue fire began to come down upon the equally blue shield of the human warship, the situation began to look worse and worse.

The Asgard shield grid was far more powerful than the Goa'uld equivalent. With the ZPM actually plugged in, the strain was easily handled…provided they didn't stay in one spot for too long.

So, the thrusters at the rear of the small warship fired, and it began to dance around the Forerunner weapons fire. Blue bolts of plasma flashed out from the battlecruiser's bow, impacting on the orange Keyship shield. The bolts were absorbed much like the silver of an Ori barrier, and a particularly savage hit forced the _Odyssey_ to angle away from the Forerunner warship.

Even a naquadah-enhanced Shiva beamed from a wrecked USNC warship only slowed down the much larger Keyship.

"This is really starting to bug me," Cam muttered darkly, all too recent memories of the flight from the Asgard homeworld coming to mind.

"Where are the Elites?" Daniel asked…and as if fate just liked screwing with SG-1, a swarm of slipspace portals opened up.

Out of those portals came two hundred fresh Covenant warships. At the front were two Assault Carriers…the human-controlled _Solemn Penance_ and the Elite _Shadow of Intent_. Joining with the Hyperdrive equipped reinforcements, these forces began to push _hard_ against the Loyalist forces. With High Charity gone, the 'hammer' of the reinforcements joined with the 'anvil' of what remained of the Home Fleet.

And the Covenant forces were being smashed _hard_ against it. Ships died in waves, as the scattered defenders finally were able to rally. The only exception to that rule was the Keyship that continued to rampage throughout the USNC lines. ODPs, cruisers, frigates, Elite vessels…any that it touched, died. The only exception to the rule was the _Odyssey_, and despite the obvious strain on the Keyship's shield, not even the Asgard Plasma Beams could punch through.

The thing was just too large…not enough bolts were hitting in the same spot to counter the overall shield strength.

"Any ideas Sam? Cam?" Daniel asked warily.

"Keep shooting it 'till it dies?" Cam suggested.

Sam sighed, "That may be all we can do. I can't get a lock to beam a nuke aboard it, even if we had any left after High Charity."

And so, the _Odyssey_ continued to duel with the Forerunner warship. The occasional Elite or UNSC warship tried to help, but their shields were no match for Forerunner weapons. Only the ZPM-boosted Asgard shields on the BC-304 could take hits from the massively powerful weaponry.

At least, until a new hyperspace portal opened up…the largest one that SG-1 had ever seen in fact. And out of that portal came an amazing sight. Six kilometers of grey Titanium armor, forming the shape of a bulky, yet strangely elegant, warship. Proudly written on the sides of the ship were the words UNSC _Infinity_.

_"Someone call for some help?"_ Vala's cheerful voice came over the radio…as the _Infinity_ began to fire Goa'uld and Tollan weapons at the Keyship…

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. Now, since I'm sure this will get questions:<strong>

**Keyship vs. _Odyssey_: I think I got that duel about as realistic as I could. The thing is...the Dread is fully capable of powering High Charity on 10% of its true power. That translates into a _lot_ of power it can pump into weapons/shields. Thus, it could take the UNSC fire and the Plasma Beams.**

**That being said, the latter could punch through the shields easily enough, like with the Ori. The problem is, and it was touched on in the chapter, that the thing is _huge_. Getting enough hits in one spot to overwhelm the shield is going to be darn near impossible when the 304 has to dodge weapons fire and the insane amount of debris currently clogging Earth Orbit. At least, that's how I look at it anyway. ;)**

**In any case, I hope everyone enjoyed the chapter! :D**


	27. Arc 2: Battle of Earth: Part III

**AN: Next chapter ahoy. This will finish off the battle since I see little real reason for a ground portion now. On the plus side, the epilogue will be at least two parts since we _do_ need to tie things up.  
><strong>

**I hope we can hit 700 reviews too! :D**

* * *

><p><strong>1930 Hours, November 30th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**UNSC _Infinity_, Deep in the Oort Cloud **

* * *

><p>Even deep inside the Oort Cloud, far at the edge of the Sol System, the battle at Earth was known. The ONI construction site, home of the mighty UNSC <em>Infinity<em>, was receiving the panicked transmissions of the defenders being overrun. Even footage of the monster that was High Charity was being beamed to the area. As a result, the crew of the new warship were, unsurprisingly, rushing to get it ready for battle. The defenses at Earth were being pushed back, and they needed all the help that could be rushed their way.

And that included the _Infinity_, even if its paint hadn't finished drying yet.

"How are we doing Aine?" Captain Amagi asked, his voice slightly strained as the footage continued to play on the bridge.

_"Systems are running at optimal capacity,"_ the AI replied, _"I would have liked more time to install the last armor and weaponry, but we're ready as we'll ever be Captain."_

Amagi nodded, "I agree that we aren't at full Aine. But we don't have a choice...Earth needs us."

_"I don't dispute the point Captain."_

Fact was, even if the _Infinity_ wasn't truly ready for combat, it was needed too badly to stay hiding. If Earth fell, then what would be the point of the vessel? Picking up colonists from the suddenly naked colonies and fleeing until it was hunted down? So it really shouldn't come as a surprise that the vessel was being sent into its first battle, incomplete or not.

Of course, while the _Infinity_ was incomplete, that didn't mean she lacked teeth. Even now weapons were being charged, and nuclear weapons beamed aboard from the construction station.

"Hyperdrive is ready!" another female voice called out.

Amagi and Aine turned around, and saw Vala sprinting onto the bridge. The trans-dimensional traveler was harried, her black hair shooting up all over her head. The man following behind her, General Landry, was little better. He didn't _look_ as harried, but anyone who could read body language could tell he was just as worried about the situation as anyone else. The UNSC officials snapped off salutes at the SGC personnel as they entered the bridge, a gesture Landry returned and Vala ignored.

The former Goa'uld host was too busy chattering away about the hyperdrive. Amagi was lost within a few sentences, while Aine soaked in everything. The tiny orange woman nodded occasionally, before turning to the Captain and General. The seriousness of the situation meant that both men had equally serious looks on their faces instead of the amused smirks they may have otherwise worn.

_"We are ready to depart on your order Captain."_

Amagi nodded once more, before looking out on the bridge of his vessel. It was bare, only the most essential consoles and personnel present. And yet, everyone in the room bore the same grimly determined look on their faces. They all knew that the _Infinity_ wasn't ready. And they all could care less...they would follow their Captain to hell and back if needed.

And, that was what he was about to ask them to do. For 'hell' was the perfect way to describe the killing ground that was Earth orbit.

"I know what I'm asking of you all," the Captain began, "I won't lie. We aren't ready for this, and we very well may die. If any of you have objections, now would be the time to voice them. I won't hold it against you if you chose to stay here."

Silence and determined looks were the only answer he got. That brought a small smile to Amagi's face, as he turned to look at Aine once more.

"Very well then...take us to Earth Aine."

The AI nodded, _"Activating Hyperdrive now...sir."_

And with those words said, the various comets floating around _Infinity_ vanished as a truly gargantuan portal opened off her bow. The six-kilometer long behemoth entered into the portal, vanishing from the Oort Cloud. As it sat, the blue tunnel of hyperspace that replaced the comets only lasted for a few seconds however. Soon after entering the portal, the _Infinity_ popped back out.

As the massive warship exited hyperspace, its golden shield flared as large amounts of debris collided with the _Infinity_. Debris wasn't all that collided with the incomplete vessel either, as blue fire began to bombard the shield. The source of which was a vessel even _larger_ than the new UNSC warship. One clearly Forerunner in origin...the Keyship.

And _Infinity_ made a rather large target.

Thankfully, the _Odyssey_ zoomed in and distracted the Keyship, prompting Vala to run over to the communications console.

"Someone call for some help?" she shouted cheerfully, as the _Infinity_ began to bombard the Keyship.

_"Vala? I thought the _Infinity_ wasn't ready?"_ Sam's voice came back, as the _Odyssey_ zoomed past, blue lances of plasma flashing from its bow.

Before the former-host could reply, Amagi cleared his throat, "Miss Mal Doran?"

Vala had the good grace to blush slightly, as she stepped away from the console. Amagi nodded, and moved forward to it himself.

"We're not at one-hundred percent Colonel," the man spoke, "but we're ready enough to help. Is that Keyship damaged?"

As another barrage of fire blossomed on the golden shield, Amagi's question made sense. If the Keyship were at full power, the _Infinity_ would probably be a rapidly expanding cloud of gas at the moment. As it sat, the massive generators gave the Goa'uld shield grid enough juice to absorb the Covenant fire. In its current incomplete state the _Infinity_ couldn't take the same beating as the _Odyssey_, but it was still doing an admirable job of things.

And as it continued to return fire with everything from Onagers to Ion Cannons, the Keyship began to show some level of strain. Its fire slacked slightly, and the shield flared brighter and brighter with every impact.

Sam's reply confirmed the theory in any case, _"As near as we can tell, yes. It's certainly not the _Ecumene_."_

_"'cause if it was we'd be dead right about now,"_ Cam's voice added, as the _Odyssey_ spun away, its shield sputtering slightly.

They couldn't deny _that_ point, as an Elite-controlled CCS went up in a fireball after a handful of shots. And even the _Infinity_ and _Odyssey_ working together were hard pressed to do any noticeable damage to the Keyship. Their concentrated fire began to show signs of damaging the vessel, to be fair, but it was very minor. Gouges were being burnt in its hull by the superheated Asgard plasma beams, but these were small and localized.

Even a MAC shell from _Infinity_ did nothing but put a massive dent in a 'leg' of the vessel. And while the Keyship was by _far_ the most dangerous vessel on the battlefield, it wasn't the only Covenant vessel capable of dueling the 304 and _Infinity_ to a standstill.

For a Covenant Supercarrier was approaching. The visibly retrofitted bow made it clear this was the one from Reach...and it was hungry for blood.

_"This is _my_ fight_,"a harsh voice came over the radios on both _Odyssey_ and _Infinity_.

A blast of pure white light came flashing through space, carving a chunk out of the massive Supercarrier. The source of this blast was quickly revealed...the _Shadow of Intent_, by now Thel 'Vadam's flagship. As its energy projector recharged, blue plasma fire began to flare out. Torpedoes flew towards the 28 kilometer monstrosity, as the Supercarrier returned fire.

Between the battling Covenant warships, the _Infinity_ flared its thrusters and moved out of the line of fire. An unlucky Corvette was smashed against the shields of the mighty warship, while more fire went between it and the Keyship.

"Damn it, how much can that thing _take_?" Vala said, nearly falling to the ground after a particularly savage blow.

_"A lot,"_ Aine replied dryly, code rushing over her body at what seemed like lightspeed as she practically fought the ship herself, _"Shields are at 75 percent and falling. The Keyship appears to be at 80."_

Amagi frowned, "So we aren't going to win a battle of attrition. How is the _Odyssey_ doing?"

_"Shields are at 90 percent, according to Kalmiya," _Aine replied, communicating with the AI temporarily serving on the 304, _"whatever they've got powering her, its impressive."_

Considering the _Odyssey_ had been fighting for longer than _Infinity_, that was saying something. But the fact remained, that even working together the two warships were unable to defeat the Keyship. And unless something changed _fast_ they would eventually lose. And if they fell, so would Earth...nothing but these two warships could hurt the Keyship.

Luckily for the UNSC, Murphy decided to take pity on them.

* * *

><p><strong>USS <em>Odyssey<em>  
><strong>

* * *

><p>"What I wouldn't give to have Light here!" Cam complained, as the <em>Odyssey<em> shook heavily.

"Teal'c would be welcome, yes," Daniel added, holding onto a console as he tried to help where he could.

And as if the Jaffa had heard that statement, a new wave of slipspace portals opened. Out of these came ships that looked nothing like any on the battlefield had seen before. Dull grey like UNSC vessels, these ships were sleeker than anything built by human hands. Not on the level of the Covenant...but then, looks didn't really matter. For at the forefront of the hundred or so strange warships, was the _Ecumene_.

The Keyship went directly for the Dreadnought, the two vessels beginning to duel as green bolts of energy lanced out from the escorting warships. The green bolts were impressive, cutting through Covenant shields almost as well as Tolan weaponry. And with a hundred fresh ships entering the battle, it was the final nail in the Covenant assault's coffin.

Because these new warships dived through their shattered lines, linking the Home Fleet with the reinforcements.

_"Do you require assistance Colonel Mitchell?_" Teal'c's stoic, and very much welcome, voice came over the radio as the _Ecumene_ poured orange fire into the Dreadnought.

"Boy are we glad to see you!" Cam replied, as the three warships (_Odyssey, Infinity _and _Ecumene_) teamed up on the rapidly failing Covenant Keyship.

The Covenant warship continued to fight back hard, but it was quickly becoming apparent that it was outmatched. Even against the _Ecumen__e_ alone it would have lost...a damaged and ill-maintained Keyship against one that had been lovingly maintained and upgraded. Against three vessels of such power, it was a lost cause from the word 'go'.

And yet, it still refused to give up. While it was increasingly obvious that the Dreadnought was not being flown at its full capacity, it was still fighting harder than it had any right to. The vessel's weapons flared out, even as fire from the _Ecumene_ blew them away. Even as the _Infinity_ blew a 'leg' off with a MAC barrage. Even as the _Odyssey_ burned its engines away.

Despite all the damage adding up, the Dreadnought _continued to fight_.

* * *

><p><strong>Dreadnought<strong>

* * *

><p>The simple reason for that was that Truth refused to surrender. Even as his 'holiest of holy places' was shot out from under him, the Prophet refused to even entertain the idea of giving up. In his mind, there was little but anger now. Anger at the fact that the humans had the aid of the <em>Stoics<em>, his kin who had been believed dead.

And, of course, the Forerunner. For where else could they have acquired another Dreadnought, one that was untouched by time? For all of his religious mania, Truth could easily tell that the enemy equivalent to his own vessel was undamaged and fully functioning.

"The gods have betrayed us," he muttered under his breath, as another hit shook the Dreadnought.

Tartarus was in the background, yelling futile commands to continue fighting. The Jiralhanae Chieftain bore a bleeding wound on his forehead where he had been thrown by a particularly violent blow, but it didn't slow him down. Nor did his determination matter much in the grand scheme of things. Nothing mattered any longer, not now that the Dreadnought, mightiest of Covenant warships, was falling apart around them.

The most powerful weapons had gone first, destroyed by the other Dreadnought. Then had gone the engines, destroyed by that thrice-damned human warship. The new vessel had done just as much damage, its weaker weapons making up for it with their sheer numbers. With all this damage adding up, it truly was only a matter of time before the Dreadnought was fully destroyed.

_"So this is to be my end,"_ the Oracle said softly.

Truth rounded on the device, his eyes burning, "We shall not lose! The gods may have betrayed us, but we will _not_ lose to the vermin!"

_"Even were the _Mantle's Protector_ at full capacity you would lose,"_ the Oracle replied, _"and even if I will die before I could do anything to __redeem myself, this is how it should be."_

"We cannot lose," Truth countered, "the Great Journey must go forward."

If anything, the Oracle somehow managed to convey emotion despite not moving from its spot. Or changing the tone of its 'voice'.

_"You would have done nothing but doom the Galaxy. If only for that, I can thank whomever is in command of the _Ecumeme_ for saving the Galaxy."_

Truth _shook_ with rage, as he began to rally a counter to what the 'mighty Oracle' had said. He would never get the chance, however, as a shot from the _Infinity_ roared through the control room.

And as that shell did its work, Mendicant Bias felt at peace for the first...and last...time in his life.

* * *

><p>As the Keyship fell apart, sighs of relief went through the UNSCAllied fleets. The Arbiter had finished the last Supercarrier, and with the death of their most effective warships, the Covenant forces shattered. The Brute vessels either died or fled the battle, leaving Earth in the control of the UNSC and her new allies. It was far from a glorious victory though.

Earth burned where Covenant vessels had broken the Home Fleet's lines...most of East Africa and part of the North American coast were raging firestorms. And the fleet had taken just as much damage...of the hundreds of vessels that _should_ have made up the Home Fleet, barely sixty remained in good condition. The Reinforcement Fleet fared better, but even they had lost dozens of warships. In fact, between them, the Stoics and Elites outnumbered the UNSC at the moment.

"That...was hell..." Daniel said on the _Odyssey_, wincing slightly as half a _Marathon_ floated past.

Sam nodded wearily, "Yes, yes it was."

SG-1 had been through many things. But they had _never_ been through a battle like this. The battle of the Supergate had been a dozen or so warships. Even Anubis hadn't used so many warships...and to see the shattered hulks of enough warships to overrun the Goa'uld Empire, was a horrible sight. Even more so with the knowledge that it would take years for the UNSC to recover...years they would have to rely on the Stoics for.

If Teal's routine messages were to be believed at any rate. The Stoics were bitter about the 'favored' status of Humanity, but unlike their Covenant cousins they were determined to help the 'heirs to the Gods' instead of fighting them. And that was definitely a good thing...since the UNSC needed all the help they could get until they were able to fully rebuild their shattered fleets.

The bigger question was going to be the Elites.

"Think we can trust them?" Cam asked aloud.

Daniel nodded, "I think so. They're just as much of victims as anyone else here. Lied to and manipulated for decades into killing someone they probably would have revered otherwise? I would be worried if they suddenly wanted to fight us again."

That was all they could hope for. That, and that they would be able to go home finally...now that the war was over, it was time to focus on a way to get the _Odyssey_ back to _their_ Earth, _their_ Milky Way.._. __t__heir _war.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Not totally satisfied with this chapter. But I felt like I was drawing it out for the sake of making it longer as it sat soooo...<br>**

**The Epilogue should go better, as I will have more to work with at least. See you all then! :D**


	28. Epilogue

**AN: Apologies for the delay. All I can really say there is I ended up a _lot_ busier than anticipated lately. Either way, we're here now! I hope everyone enjoys the epilogue! :D  
><strong>

**(I elected to condense it down to one chapter. Why? Because it ties up loose plots well enough, and I want to turn my energy towards plotting out the sequel)**

* * *

><p><strong>1200 Hours, December 6th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Moscow Station  
><strong>

* * *

><p>It had been a week since the end of the Battle of Earth, and the beginning of the end for the Human-Covenant War. A long week, as the ruined UNSC Navy attempted to rebuild, while the Stoics and Elites fought their battles for them. It was a monumental task, as the Fleet had been crippled in the assault on Earth. The Home Fleet, reinforced by any ships they could strip from the other Inner Colonies, had been the vast majority of the UNSC Navy. Hundreds of warships, amongst them the newest and most advanced built since the <em>Odyssey<em> had arrived.

Of those ships, barely one hundred remained in workable condition at the end of the battle. The remainder the Navy, several hundred ships itself, was needed to police against the hit-and-run raids the Brutes and Elite-loyalists made. Hence the reason that the Elites and Stoics were the ones driving the Brutes back, back towards their homeworld. And it was a task they were performing admirably. The Elites had yet to truly shake their loyalty to the Prophets, outside a few like the Arbiter. Transferring that loyalty, at least on a military basis, to the Stoics had proven remarkably easy.

The joint forces of the Elites and Stoics were more than a match for the disorganized Brutes...most of the Covenant Prophets had died with High Charity. This left the Brutes without effective leadership, outside a select few who knew what they were doing. As a result the enemy was hemmed in and losing every battle.

Of course, none of this meant much to SG-1. It should have, but they were just _tired_. The Battle of Earth had taken more out of them than they would readily admit, and they just wanted to go home now.

"Figure anything out yet Sam?" Cameron Mitchell asked, once more.

"As I've said the last twenty times you asked," Samantha Carter replied, "no. Even with the data of the event that got us here in the first place, I can't replicate it. Unless you want to try getting the Arbiter to shoot us with an Energy Projector."

Cam blanched, "Not particularly, no."

"Then stop asking, I'll tell you when I'm done."

What was left unsaid, was that Sam had no idea _when_ that would be. SG-1 had been aboard Moscow Station, one of the few surviving ODPs, for days now. And they were no closer to getting home, than they had been when they first arrived. It was quite frustrating really.

"I'm sorry for snapping at you," the Colonel spoke up after a few minutes.

"Eh, no biggy," Cam replied, "You're the one doing all the work here. I'm as useless as Vala at a jewelry party."

"I heard that!" the former-host in question shouted from where she was hounding Daniel, "I'll have you know I'm plenty useful when it comes to jewelry!"

"Useful at stealing it maybe."

"Exactly! That's a handy skill to have!"

Shaking his head in amusement, Cam turned back to his fellow soldier, "Seriously though, keep up the good work. If anyone can get us home, you can."

"Everyone always expecting miracles..." Sam muttered under her breath, though it was easy to tell she was thankful for the vote of confidence.

"You're a miracle machine Carter."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence. Now, I really do need to focus on this."

The male Colonel nodded, and left his female counterpart to her work. Turning away from Sam, he walked over to where Vala, Daniel and Teal'c stood. Landry was somewhere else, probably talking with Hood. That left just SG-1 in the room, though that wasn't a bad thing. They hadn't been together like this in _months_.

"No luck I take it?" Daniel asked, glad for the distraction from Vala.

"Nope," Cam replied, "of course, this is all way over my head so I wouldn't know even if she was having good luck."

"Yeah, Sam's like that," the other man said, a fond smile on his face.

The Colonel turned to Teal'c, "What do you think about this?"

The Jaffa looked thoughtful, "I believe Colonel Carter will uncover a way to return home."

"Hear that Carter!"

"Yes!"

Cam smirked slightly, glad that he had lifted the mood slightly. It had been entirely too dreary lately. Little did he know, that as the door opened behind Teal'c, a way to get home may just have been found. Standing in the open entryway, was Miranda Keyes. Behind her, was a woman who looked remarkably similar to her, sans her scientist outfit. The two women entered the room, and drew the attention of SG-1 quickly enough.

"Colonel Mitchell," Miranda nodded at the commander of the team.

"Commander Keyes," Cam nodded back, "You need something?"

The dark-haired woman shook her head, "I don't, but Kalmiya has something she thought you might find interesting."

The woman behind Keyes stepped forward, her body moving surprisingly fluidly considering it was an android. A Replicator, to be technical...with the stalemating of any ideas to get home, Sam had spent some time on a solution to Smart AI's, 'lifetime' issues. The best one to come up, was constructing Replicator bodies, with Asgard technology for the 'brain'. The combination was effective enough...a typical Smart AI could last decades with a Replicator body, as opposed to just seven years in a crystal.

"Cortana and I believe we have figured out what the artifact is," Kalmiya said.

"The one under Mombassa?" Sam asked, looking away from her lack of progress.

The AI nodded, "Yes. If what we are seeing is correct- and Grieving Light believes it is -it is a slipspace portal."

"To where?" Daniel asked.

"We don't know," Kalmiya replied, a slightly nervous look on her normally impassive face, "according to Grieving Light, the _Ecumene_ can be used to activate it, but we do not know where it will lead."

"You want us to try it, don't you?" Cam asked.

"If you are willing, yes."

Miranda shook her head slightly, "Not just you. Kalmiya will stay with the _Odyssey_, but Cortana and a detachment of Spartans will be on the _In Amber Clad_. We'll both go."

SG-1 shared a look, before nodding their heads. This was _literally_ their mission. Not fighting massive wars. It was exploring through portals, finding new worlds and all that stuff. This was a return to form, and who knows...maybe the Forerunner had something on the other side of that portal that could get them home?

"We'll do it," the male Colonel said.

* * *

><p><strong>1300 Hours, December 6th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**USS _Odyssey_  
><strong>

* * *

><p>"That is..."<p>

"Big?"

"Indeed."

"Kinda reminds me of the supergate. I swear, if I end up in another Galaxy again..."

Sam shook her head in amusement at that statement, "Don't worry Vala, you're aboard a ship this time, not a shuttle."

"Little comfort _that_ is!"

The woman tried not to show it, but her little detour to the Ori Galaxy was something that had left scars. Metaphorically speaking, of course. So looking at the massive portal in Earth's sky that had been created by the _Ecumene_, didn't exactly do her any favors. Memories of the first Supergate came to mind. And for the rest of SG-1, it brought memories of the _Second_ Supergate. At least this time it was them activating it, so there wasn't any risk of massive toilet-bowls of doom coming out of it.

Still, it felt dangerous going into it. At least they weren't going alone. The _Ecumene_ lifted up from the silvery metal at its 'feet', joining formation with the much smaller _Odyssey_ and _In Amber Clad_. The three vessels were going through to scout the other side of the portal, nothing more, nothing less. They were expected back quickly, at least to get more support if needed.

If there was something on the other side that could handle the _Odyssey_ and a Keyship though, there wasn't a whole hell of a lot the UNSC could do to stop it, of course.

"Well, let's get going!" Cam ordered, as the UNSC helmsman flared the battlecruiser's engines.

The frigate and Keyship were right beside it, as they entered the portal. Not even a few minutes later, they exited the portal...in orbit of a structure that dwarfed even the Halo Rings. A massive, almost flower shaped, structure. Completely untouched by the flood, it looked like a planet, spread out into arms. Like the Halo's, but on a totally different scale.

"I'm not seeing things am I?" Daniel asked.

"Unless we all are," Cam replied, "_Damn_, the Forerunner don't do anything small."

"Scanning..." Sam added, "That thing is 127,530 kilometers wide."

"Jesus Christ."

"Indeed," Teal'c added, that one word carrying a lot of weight.

Daniel shook his head in amazement, "Why would they need something so big?"

"Something has to build those Rings?" Vala suggested.

"That's one hell of a factory then."

"Indeed."

The rest of SG-1 gave Teal'c looks. It was rare when he was shocked into just using one word answers. At least, it was rare these days.

_"I...never believed I would see this,"_ a transmission came from the _Ecumene_. Even Grieving Light seemed shocked into a stupor.

"What is this?" Cam asked.

_"The Ark. Where the Halo Rings are constructed, and where the last of the Forerunner hid from the firing of the Array. I had thought it was lost."_

Evidently the Forerunner lied to their Monitor then. To be fair, if Guilty Spark were more of a 'normal' monitor than Light...it made sense to not tell them everything. But hiding something like _this_ from them, was quite the feat. Actually, scratch that.

_Building this thing_ was quite a feat. Even the Ancients had never done something of this scale. And if the power readings coming off the Ark were any indication, it had more power than Atlantis hundreds of times over. If it built Halos, it had to have that power. Even the Rings had a lot of power, building them probably took even more. Not to mention the fact there seemed to be a planet being strip mined at the center of the Ark.

"Is there anything _we_ can use it for?" Sam asked this time.

"Other than building giant Rings of doom?" Vala suggested.

Light was silent, before answering, _"Perhaps. I cannot claim to know of the Ark's capabilities. But it is possible that it can be used to return you home. The Portal that transported us here is likely controlled by the Ark's systems. Slipspace is another dimensional plane entirely. If you can tap into the portal, it might be able to be used like the Quantum Mirror you told me of."_

SG-1 shared a look at that. They would like nothing more than to go home. If using that portal could do it...well, they had to at least _try_ didn't they?

"Could that work Sam?" Daniel asked.

The blonde looked curious, "Possibly. A Slipspace portal isn't the same as Hyperspace...it isn't another level of subspace, it literally is a different dimension. Traveling between dimensions like with the Quantum Mirror isn't _quite_ the same thing, but it is possible."

Hope was reignited for getting home. SG-1 may have just stumbled upon a way to do so, and that was important.

"We'll return to Earth and report," Cam relayed to the other two ships, as they started to explore the Ark.

_"Return as soon as possible Reclaimer,"_ Light replied, _"I want to help you as much as I am able."_

* * *

><p><strong>1600 Hours, December 20th, 2552 (Military Calendar)**

**Installation 00 (Ark)**

* * *

><p>It had been a couple weeks since the discovery of the Ark. Weeks spent exploring the massive structure, and attempting to find its controls. Even with Cortana and other Smart AI working on the task though, it was far from a simple thing to do. The Ark redefined <em>big<em> for a physical construct, and the only expert on Forerunner technology they had was every bit as lost as everyone else. If only because the Forerunner had kept a tight lid on the Ark, and made it to where even Grieving Light couldn't access everything.

In point of fact, the largest issue with finding the control room was the fact that the systems of the Ark refused to give full access to the Monitor. No matter what Grieving Light attempted, the same message was given.

_Unauthorized Access._

They might have never figured out how to access the stations systems, were it not for Cortana. The AI, most advanced human construct, finally found a curious anomaly in the systems. If a 'Reclaimer' was with Light when she accessed a system, it would allow her to use it. The Forerunner probably did that intentionally...much as they had left the Portal on Earth. Eventually, they had to have known that humans would stumble upon the Ark. Setting it up to where even their Monitors needed human assistance made sense in that regard.

Once they had discovered the secret of using the Ark, it had only been a matter of time until they found the controls for the Portal. It turned out it could connect to several different worlds in the Milky Way, notably not including the homeworlds of the Covenant races. These secondary portals seemed to be used for reseeding the Galaxy after a firing of the Rings, or for depositing the Rings in the first place. Such as the incomplete Installation 04B currently being built.

But the more important discovery, was the fact that the Portal _was_ variable. Given enough tinkering, it could go _anywhere_. If that included SG-1's home universe...well, that was what Sam was working on at that very moment.

"Do you think this one will work Carter?" Cam asked, on the bridge of the _Odyssey_.

"It should," Sam replied, "by giving the Portal the quantum signature of our own reality, it gives it something to connect to. Right now, its set to drop us off over Tollana...nice and isolated."

"But are you sure it will work?" Vala asked nervously.

The blonde shrugged, "There's no way to be certain. On the other side, there is no slipspace portal so we can't send a Prowler to scout it...they can't get back."

"Which raises the question," Daniel added, "why are they coming with us?"

'They' meaning the gathering of UNSC and Covenant vessels around the _Odyssey_.

"Since you asked," Landry spoke up, once again in command of the vessel...

*_flashback*_

_"You want to send ships back with us?" the General asked, "Even though they might never come back?"_

_Lord Hood nodded, "We pay our debts General. If not for your assistance, we may very well have lost this war. We _were_ losing, until you gave us a boost. We would have lost Reach, and possibly even Earth. You saw yourself that nothing but the __Ecumene could handle the Keyship."_

_"Still, you are sending your people somewhere they may never return from."_

_"Maybe so, but this isn't entirely altruistic General."_

_Landry's eyebrow went up, "What do you mean?"_

_Hood sighed, "There will be several Colony Ships going with you. We lost many worlds in this war, and the refugees are...not exactly trusting of our new allies."_

_"The Elites."_

_"Precisely. Many who lost their worlds want to live somewhere where they are never at risk of that happening again. There is nowhere safer than another universe."_

_Landry nodded. That made sense to him...if _his_ people had gone through the same thing, they wouldn't be so trusting. And going to another universe would leave them far, far away from the Covenant that may attempt to attack again. Doubtful that may be, considering the Elite's newfound freedom and reverence for humanity. The risk was still there, and he could easily understand that those who lost their worlds may want to live in peace._

_Problem being, they weren't any safer in Pegasus or the Milky Way of his home, than they were in their own Milky Way. The Wraith and Ori may not have been as bad as the worst of the Covenant, but they weren't exactly sunshine and daises. Especially the Wraith, who would make you wish you were being glassed._

_"We did inform you that we have a war of our own to fight, correct?" he asked his UNSC counterpart._

_"Indeed you did," Hood replied, "that is why we are sending Battlegroup Keyes with you. Captain and Commander Keyes have worked with your team in the past, and are fully understanding of the risk they are getting into. The Ecumene will go with you too."_

_"That's the only Keyship left..."_

_"Not exactly," the old Admiral replied, before a hologram sprang up on the table...showing two Keyships under construction, "Light's main body on Installation 02 has been constructing new vessels, ever since SG-1 made contact with her. The Erde-Tyrene and Didact are about 50% complete."_

_Landry's brow went back up, "Well, that solves that problem. Everyone knows what they're getting into? The Ori are more powerful than the Covenant...even if not as numerous."_

_Hood nodded, "Yes, they all know what to expect. In fact, I believe they may not be your only support."_

_Landry was going to ask what the man meant by that, but his answer came walking into the room. Imposing in their full armor suits, stood two Elites. One in ceremonial armor, the other in red Major armor. The two aliens stood tall, looking every bit the warriors they were. Landry recognized them...the Arbiter, still in his special armor, and his second in command. Why the two were here was fairly obvious._

_Their motives, less so._

_"Lord Hood speaks the truth," Thel finally said, "My people want to help those who helped us."_

_"How did we help you?" Landry couldn't help but ask._

_"By exposing the lies of the Prophets, and introducing us to the true Prophets," the Arbiter replied, "something for which we will never be able to properly repay you. Nor will we ever properly repay our debt for blinding following Truth's lies for so long."_

_The red-armored Elite nodded, "This is why we are offering what we can."_

_The General still frowned, "You have even less reason to go on a journey you may not return from. There aren't any...Sangheili...in our Galaxy. Not that we've seen. You'd be alone."_

_If the Elite in red could have shrugged, he would have, "This is a risk any true warrior would take. Our honor demands we assist you, regardless of what may happen to us."_

_"However," Thel added, "I shall not be going. I am needed here, to maintain our Alliance. Nar shall be the one leading our detachment."_

_The other Elite nodded his head. Landry just shook his own...not quite sure how to feel about this..._

_*end flashback*_

"So...they're guilty?" Cam asked dubiously.

Landry nodded, "Basically. We need all the help we can get against the Ori, so I won't turn them away."

"Wasn't saying I would sir."

They could hardly afford to turn support down. The SGC had, at best, three other 304s they could use. The _Daedalus_ herself, the _Apollo, Sun Tzu, _and if it were complete, the _Phoenix_. That was it, and it wasn't enough. Even if all three- or four -of the other ships were still intact when the _Odyssey_ returned, and could be refit with the Asgard upgrades...it still wouldn't be enough. The Ori outnumbered them too heavily, and it was only a matter of time before they made another Supergate to replace the currently locked down one.

That wasn't even counting the ever-looming Wraith, of course.

"Still, isn't this a bit...much?" Daniel asked, looking out at the gathered warships.

"I ain't complaining," Vala replied.

"Indeed."

Floating around the _Odyssey_, were dozens of UNSC and Covenant warships. Ships of all classes, aside from a Supercarrier, in fact. All of them floating in their own formations...UNSC and Covenant clearly apart from each other, yet clearly in support of each other at the same time.

On the UNSC side there were: The _Solemn Penance,_ a single _Valiant_-class Super-Heavy Cruiser, three _Autumn_-class Cruisers, the _Pillar of Autumn_ herself, a dozen destroyers and at least as many frigates. Floating at the center of the formation were six _Phoenix_-class colony ships...containing the refugees who wanted to start a new life in the other universe.

On the Covenant side, there were fewer...but distinctly _larger_...ships. The _Shadow of Intent_ floated at the center of their formation, surrounded by a half-a-dozen CCS class cruisers, and a dozen destroyers and frigates. All of these vessels were green, to distinguish them from the old Covenant purple.

All together, there was nearly a hundred united warships going with the _Odyssey_. And the _Ecumene_ was right next to the ship in question.

"Portal is ready sir," Sam reported.

Landry looked up, at the massive slipspace portal opening in front of the fleet, "Take us in then."

The _Odyssey_ was finally going home...

* * *

><p><strong>AN: And there we go. The journey was long, but I'm glad I did it. This is easily the most fun I've had writing a story, and I deeply thank all my readers for sticking around, even when it looked like it may not be finished. I cannot thank you enough for that. But I still will:<br>**

**THANK YOU!**

**Now, I'm sure there will be questions. Namely, dangling plots. To answer those questions:**

**There will be a side-story, while the Sequel is being posted. This will be set in the Halo-verse, and will have the stuff like Onyx and the _Spirit of Fire_ being handled. Still no H4, unless I like where H5 takes the story though. That will handle the stuff I didn't do in the epilogue.**

**As for the sequel itself...**

_**Halo: The Ori War**_

**That will be the name, when it is posted. I'm in the planning stages now, but I will post a notice in here when it's posted. Keep an eye out for it! I hope to see my readers there too! :D**


	29. Sequel Announcment

**AN: And the sequel is up. Or it will be, whenever the website registers it.**

**I hope to see all my readers there! And thank you again, since I never thought I would reach 700 reviews here! :D**


End file.
